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Strike together 
against Blairism 


T ony Blair’s government has 
thrown down the gauntlet - not 
only to the Fire Brigades Union, 
but to the whole working class 
movement. 

Dare to fight and we will make you pay 
the price - that is the meaning of John 
Prescott’s blunt message to FBU mem¬ 
bers. He told them what New Labour 
means by ‘modernisation’ - job losses by 
the thousand, possibly 10,000 in all. Up 
to 20% of existing firefighters are not 
needed - not if those remaining in the job 
agree to a hike in their rate of exploitation. 

A Downing Street spokesperson said 
of the firefighters prior to Prescott’s an¬ 
nouncement to the Commons: “They 
have laid a trap for themselves. Nobody 
was pressing them to put in a claim for 
40% but, having done so, they have 
drawn attention to their very restrictive 
working practices” (The Sunday Tel¬ 
egraph November 24). In other words, 
keep your head down and perhaps we 
will let you hold onto your conditions a 
little longer. 

The FBU strike has shown Blair up in 
his true colours. Those who said he 
wanted this dispute to be his very own 
‘miners’ strike’ have been proved right. 
That was why he and Gordon Brown 
vetoed the employers’ offer of 16% back 
in July and did the same in the early hours 
of Friday morning last week. When com¬ 
mentators have compared him to 
Thatcher, Blair has clearly regarded this 
as more of a compliment than an insult. 

For this New Labour government, tak¬ 
ing up where Thatcher left off is central 
to their agenda. Particularly at this time, 
when preparations are underway for a war 
against Iraq, it is more important than ever 
that workers know their place. So defeat¬ 
ing the FBU and imposing humiliating 
new working conditions as an example 
to others is of greater importance than 
ensuring that fires can be efficiently put 
out and lives saved. After all, if the mili¬ 
tary can keep the situation under control 
with a third of the personnel, using 
clapped out, 50-year-old appliances, it 
only goes to show that the fire service is 
overstaffed ... doesn’t it? 

No, it does not. And just as cutbacks 
in fire cover or making firefighters work 
longer hours would eventually have their 
cost in terms of more property destroyed 
and more people killed, so it would be 
with paramedics. Blair wants firefighters 
to use fibrillators so as to be able to re¬ 
duce the number of NHS ambulance staff. 



So when he says, “This is a strike they 
can’t win”, we must prove him wrong. 
Amicus joint general secretary Derek 
Simpson has remarked that Prescott’s 
open flaunting of the aim to impose such 
swingeing cuts is an “attempt to put out 
the fire dispute with petrol”. But by - lit¬ 
erally - inflaming the situation, Blair is tak¬ 
ing a big risk. 

While he hopes the whole establish¬ 
ment will fall in behind him, that is no 
certainty. The military wants rid of their 
tiresome and “demotivating” role as sec¬ 
ond-rate firefighters as soon as possible, 
so as to be able to get on with planning 
and training for the expected assault on 
Saddam Hussein’s regime. 

The local employers certainly want to 
settle - ironically it is the Tory and Liberal 
Democrat councillors from the more af¬ 
fluent authorities with recmitment diffi¬ 
culties who are more prepared to pay 
their firefighters what it takes, while cash- 
strapped Labour inner-city councils want 
to keep their wage bills to a minimum (al¬ 


though this division causes the hard-line 
union-bashers to demand an end to na¬ 
tional bargaining). 

It will also be difficult to keep his own 
party in line. While overenthusiastic Blair- 
ites like Scottish executive member Rich¬ 
ard Simpson, who dubbed the 
firefighters “fascist bastards”, have taken 
their support for Blair’s stance too far 
even for him, more traditional members 
have expressed their disquiet. For exam¬ 
ple, Denis Healey, once regarded as a La¬ 
bour rightwinger, has said the deal stmck 
up with the employers last week “should 
have been accepted”. 

The Labour left may be thin on the 
ground, but it is regaining confidence. 
Mark Seddon told reporters before the 
November 26 meeting of Labour’s na¬ 
tional executive that he would be argu¬ 
ing for Labour to support the firefighters 
(needless to say, he did not persuade the 
NEC) and a handful of Labour MPs have 
also voiced their support. 

For the moment, though, Blair has got 


the overwhelming majority of his MPs 
behind him. If they cannot even bring 
themselves to back a Liberal Democrat 
amendment calling for an attack on Iraq 
to be expressly approved by a Commons 
vote, you cannot expect them to stand 
up to him over such a strategic confron¬ 
tation with the ‘enemy at home’. 

In order to force Blair to retreat, im¬ 
prove their conditions and win a substan¬ 
tial pay increase without strings, 
firefighters must, first of all, look to their 
own strength and determination. Sec¬ 
ondly they must consciously ally them¬ 
selves with other workers. The ‘special 
case’ pleading of some FBU leaders is 
disastrous, when, as GMB general sec¬ 
retary John Edmonds says, “It is quite 
clear this is no longer a dispute between 
the government and the Fire Brigades 
Union. It is a dispute between the gov¬ 
ernment and the union movement.” 

He is right. Except that it is more than a 
mere “dispute” or, as TUC general sec¬ 
retary John Monks claims, just a “family 


row” that can easily be overcome. Blair 
is determined to crush the firefighters, 
and win a key battle on behalf of the class 
he represents - CBI director-general 
Digby Jones egged him on and urged him 
to put an end to “union militancy”. That 
is why workers too must go beyond sec¬ 
tional interests and respond as a class. 

This week not only the firefighters, but 
teachers and local government workers 
were on strike in the capital. Unison and 
the teaching unions backed up their 
claim for a big rise in London weighting 
with a day of action. Like firefighters, 
these workers have been hit by soaring 
housing costs (as have many others - not 
only in the south-east, but in many other 
parts of the country). It is excellent that 
the call for them all to join forces and make 
common cause was so widespread. 

The RMT is balloting its London un¬ 
derground members for a strike in pro¬ 
test at disciplinary action against those 
refusing to work with inadequate fire 
cover. Parts of the tube network ground 
to a halt the week before, when 150 driv¬ 
ers would not work during the first FBU 
strike, and last Friday 20 drivers were sent 
home for the same reason. GMB mem¬ 
bers could also walk out in other indus¬ 
tries on ‘safety grounds’. The solidarity 
action taken by these workers should 
serve as an example to others. Firefight¬ 
ers’ support groups must be set up in 
every town. 

We need to challenge New Labour and 
the system it defends not just as wage 
slaves, but on all fronts. The threat of war 
against Iraq is part of imperialism’s glo¬ 
bal offensive to extend its hegemony 
over the working class and every dissi¬ 
dent force. Workers must leave Blair in 
no doubt that they have no interest in 
his war drive and will not be blackmailed 
into calling off their action with accusa¬ 
tions of lack of patriotism. Our loyalty 
must be to the international working 
class. 

Most of all, we need our own, inde¬ 
pendent political organisation. That 
means winning the majority of our class 
to the idea of an organised break from 
Blair’s party. In the first instance the trade 
union political funds must be democra¬ 
tised, allowing them to be used for other 
purposes than writing blank cheque af¬ 
ter blank cheque to Labour. 

The Socialist Alliance must be the cru¬ 
cial player in drawing together all these 
separate threads • 


• Extend solidarity - link the struggles 

• Democratise the political funds 

• No to imperialist war on Iraq 


Peter Manson 
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LETTERS 


E Letters may have been 

shortened because of space. 
Some names may have been 
changed 


SWP and SA 

I’m a supporter of the Socialist Alliance. 
It’s tremendous it has come into being, 
as at long last there is a chance to break 
from the dead maw of Labourism. Isn’t 
it the first opportunity we have had 
since the dreadful Hyndman to build a 
broad communist movement in Eng¬ 
land? Communist, because it can be¬ 
come the real movement of the working 
class (Marx’s idea of communism). It is 
so different from the norm of four peo¬ 
ple, a party leader and a fantastically 
detailed programme (Marx’s idea of a 
sect). 

And, talking of sects, a few days ago 
I contacted Socialist Workers Party cen¬ 
tre, asking them to put me in touch with 
their Canterbury branch. I thought that 
the SA in east Kent needed to pull to¬ 
gether to mobilise concrete support for 
the firefighters. Once I found out where 
they met, I visited the SWP branch meet¬ 
ing to talk about action. It was a meet¬ 
ing of five, plus me. The meeting started 
with a talk entitled ‘Revolution - is it pos¬ 
sible?’ given by an SWP minder from 
London. The speaker’s scenario for a 
British revolution was of the Labour left 
in parliament being dominant and, sup¬ 
ported by SA MPs, precipitating a con¬ 
stitutional crisis, perhaps over the 
introduction of a wealth tax. I was sur¬ 
prised by all this. I thought I had gone 
to a Marxist meeting - but no: neither 
Marx nor the economy was on the 
agenda. It was just left social democratic 
reformism garnished with ecological 
concerns. 

Naively, I thought the following dis¬ 
cussion was to be a sharing of ideas. So 
I made the point, obvious to Weekly 
Worker readers, that the vision that had 
just been described was that of Kautsky 
and German social democracy, rightly 
damned by Lenin nearly 90 years ago. 
But I found the SWP had an odd idea of 
discussion. I was denounced as a 
wrecker, told I should leave the meeting, 
told that Lenin, Trotsky and all that were 
not important. 

The speaker said he was too busy as 
an activist, raising money for the firemen 
(sic) to have time to read those old books. 
The revolution would come from young 
people’s concerns over globalisation, not 
from old leftists. That put me in my 
place. But I didn’t leave, as I had come 
to see if joint action could be organised 
in support of the fire strike. The SWP and 
I agreed to meet on Friday November 22 
in Canterbury. We would raise money in 
the town centre and then go to support 
the picket. I didn’t join the ‘comrades’ for 
drinks after the meeting, as they clearly 
thought that political thinking and dis¬ 
cussion was ‘arguing’. 

Today I received this email from the 
SWP branch secretary: “As to collect¬ 
ing on Friday, I have decided that as we 
are selling papers and doing a collection 
under the name of the SWP it would be 
better if you didn’t meet up with us, as 
the last thing that I need is arguments 
when we are trying to recruit.” The fire 
strike, then, is primarily an opportunity 
for the SWP to recmit. So much so, that 
they don’t want to work with other so¬ 
cialists in support of this key dispute. 

Frankly, we need to have a serious dis¬ 
cussion about the role of the SWP in the 
SA. The SA will go nowhere whilst the 
SWP, now a strange ‘Marxist inner party’ 
surrounded by red-green mish-mash 
branches, continue their same game, 
using the SA as ‘their’ latest united 
front. My whole experience of the SWP 
since the S A was set up is that they have 
no real interest in it except as a fomm to 
recmit to the SWP. If that is really their 
game, other members of the S A need to 
seriously reassess the SA’s future - for, if 
that is what is going on, it currently has 
not got one. 


Thanks for providing such a thorough 
and valuable report on the firefighters, by 
the way. 

Richard Harris 

Kent 

SA parly 

Despite the Weekly Worker's ‘weekly 
whinge’ about the SWP, we must not lose 
sight of the fact that they weren’t always 
like this, and forget the importance of this 
political organisation (and its predeces¬ 
sors, the Socialist Review Group and the 
International Socialists). They carried out 
some important theoretical work during 
the latter half of the last century, and they 
organised hundreds of would-be revo¬ 
lutionaries based on Cliff’s theory of 
‘state capitalism’, under the banner of 
‘Neither Washington nor Moscow’. 

All this took place whilst the original 
CPGB haemorrhaged members and was 
still following zombie-like the Moscow 
line on Stalin’s ‘national socialism’. 
Thankfully your group turned away from 
the Stalinist tradition some time ago and 
have acknowledged Trotsky’s contribu¬ 
tion as well as Lenin’s. From what I have 
read recently you seem to be success¬ 
fully putting the ‘democratic’ back into 
democratic centralism. 

Alas, the SWP over the same period 
has changed into an organisation of ‘bu¬ 
reaucratic centralism’ (as pointed out by 
the Scottish Socialist Party’s Kenny 
McEwan- Weekly Worker November 21), 
but we cannot deny that they are still 
extremely successful at attracting new 
members from the various campaigns 
they get involved in or stage-manage. 
However, their ‘bureaucratic centralist’ 
culture is not an ideal environment to 
educate revolutionary cadre. Those who 
have a mind of their own and question 
this claustrophobic regime are eventually 
driven out of the organisation. The ma¬ 
jority of those who stay will probably 
sink into complete passivity. Perhaps we 
should call this a ‘degenerated workers’ 
party’. 

As for building a broader ‘mass work¬ 
ers’ party’, we must not only recmit those 
reformists that have turned away from 
Labour under Blair, but must enlist hun¬ 
dreds of young workers who have never 
been involved in politics before. Even if 
the SWP had a mind to pursue Jack 
Conrad’s dream of a Socialist Alliance 
party, do you think an SWP-led organi¬ 
sation peddling old Labour programmes 
would be successful in this task? In their 
infinite wisdom the SWP sees to it that 
the SA does not mention ‘republican¬ 
ism’, as “it won’t bring in votes”! How 
many did the SA poll at Lewisham? The 
SWP are happy criticising the ‘Israeli 
butchers’, but never the ‘Hamas butch¬ 
ers’ - it’s no good pointing out New La¬ 
bour’s double standards when they have 
such glaring ones themselves. 

The SWP jointly organise protests 
with religious groups (linked to the Mus¬ 
lim Brotherhood) who oppose our com¬ 
munist ideals, are reactionary, 
homophobic and sexist. I am glad Mar¬ 
cus Strom (with the support of the Alli¬ 
ance for Workers’ Liberty’s Martin 
Thomas) has spoken out against this 
practice at your last SA executive com¬ 
mittee meeting. Our history is littered with 
examples of groups that either collapse 
into moronic activism in the shape of 
‘economisin’, often with theory being the 
preserve of the tops whilst the foot sol¬ 
diers are discouraged from attaining a 
good understanding of Marxism. 

This type of organisation will never 
have the capability to develop into the 
alternative workers’ party with an ability 
to carry through revolution. As Mervyn 
Davies stressed in his letter, this type of 
party will fail to recmit those needed to 
fight for socialism inside the trade unions 
or the community at large ( Weekly 
Worker November 21). In the absence of 
members capable of challenging the lead¬ 
ership when it makes mistakes, the work¬ 
ers’ party will not develop good strategy 


and fail to recmit militant comrades and 
maintain a healthy regime. Look at the 
pantomime being played out at the 
present time by Bedfordshire SA, gen¬ 
erated by the current SWP culture. 

Lenin said “... there can be no mass 
party, no party of a class, without full clar¬ 
ity of essential shadings, without an 
open stmggle between various tenden¬ 
cies, without informing the masses as to 
which leaders and which organisations 
of the party are pursuing this or that line. 
Without this, a party worthy of the name 
cannot be built”. 

I hope that the Weekly Worker contin¬ 
ues to give a platform to all those on the 
left with different views so we may find 
ways to jointly achieve a real alternative 
to Labour. 

Nathan Catley 
email 

Sloppy Conrad 

Thank you for publishing my letter 
(Weekly Worker November 14), but I did 
not expect such an exceedingly “sloppy” 
reply from comrade Jack Conrad (Novem¬ 
ber 21). He cannot respond to Lenin’s 
idea that a separate Sweden and Norway 
would strengthen the working class, so 
he then tries to reduce my status by call¬ 
ing me an “individual” without “weight”. 

This is reminiscent of Maoist denun¬ 
ciations and calls for far too subjective a 
judgement for anyone in their right mind 
to take seriously. We should answer the 
argument, not the person. It is a tad hypo¬ 
critical to support the right to divorce and 
say a marriage should not be broken for 
the sake of the union. It is also a well 
known fact that the largest factions in the 
SSP are part of bigger movements organ¬ 
ised internationally, including in England 
and Wales. Workers’ unity is not impos¬ 
sible because of national borders. It is a 
completely absurd notion. 

Paul Anderson 
email 

Kautskyite 

Conrad 

I see that Jack Conrad has replied to re¬ 
cent criticisms in the letters pages made 
about various of his articles by Laurens 
Otter, Barrie Biddulph and Paul 
Anderson. I also note that he has cho¬ 
sen not to respond to my letter, so I can 
only assume that he agrees with my con¬ 
clusion “... that Conrad is rejecting Len¬ 
inism for a 2002 version of Kautskyism”. 

Just what do members of the CPGB 
and readers of the Weekly Worker make 
of this? Maybe you are all proud 
Kautskyite revisionists? 

Brian Walters 
email 

Anti-Sovietism 

Martin Thomas’s letter to the Weekly 
Worker (November 14) is the stupidest 
excuse for Marxist analysis I’ve ever read 
(apart from the current AWL garbage 
that the Palestinian refugees and their 
families have no right to return to their 
homeland - so much for free immigration). 
If I were Thomas, I’d keep quiet about 
the insane logic of calling on the Soviet 
Red Army to withdraw from Afghanistan 
and then ‘supporting’ the People’s 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan against 
the imperialist-backed misogynist reac¬ 
tionaries. 

Thomas and the AWL knew then and 
still know now that only under the Red 
Army presence could the feudal-capital¬ 
ist-imperialist property relations have 
been overthrown, the hegemony of the 
mullahs and khans smashed and women 
given the chance to live a dignified life. 
The PDPA - a militarily marginal, left-na¬ 
tionalist government - did not, of course, 
stand a chance of defeating the rightist 
zealots funded and armed to the teeth by 
U S/U K/S aud i/Pak i stan i/I ran i an imperial¬ 
ism. 


What drove the demand for Soviet 
withdrawal was not serious Marxist dia¬ 
lectical analysis, but wretched ‘third 
camp’ anti-Soviet chauvinism that the 
AWL, SWP and others pushed right up 
until the USSR’s tragic demise. The end 
of the Soviet Union left Russia and east¬ 
ern Europe as corrupt, impoverished, im- 
periahst-dominated hell holes and left the 
whole world under the gun of US he¬ 
gemony. 

Unfortunately, judging by Jack 
Conrad’s reply, it seems the CPGB is head¬ 
ing down this sorry route itself ( Weekly 
Worker November 21). Conrad asserts 
that he used to call for political revolu¬ 
tion against the Soviet bureaucracy 
whilst still defending what he then 
thought were “historic gains” of the 
working class. Why does he not still 
think the planned, collectivised economy 
- the legacy of the 1917 revolution - 
bought historic gains for the Soviet work¬ 
ing class? Like advances in social wel¬ 
fare and access to culture? The fact that 
the CPGB views the civil rights won by 
the proletariat in imperialist countries as 
historic gains but does not, in retrospect, 
view the welfare rights and overthrow of 
imperialist domination by the Soviet 
masses as historic gains would suggest 
you are now mirroring the AWL/SWP 
counterrevolutionary anti-Sovietism. 

Without giving an honest analysis of 
the problems of bureaucracy and corrup¬ 
tion in the USSR and other socialist 
states as well their historic achievements 
(including the present-day achievements 
of Cuba) the CPGB is playing into the 
hands of the bourgeoisie and disarming 
the proletariat of optimism and belief in 
their revolutionary potential. 

Joe Wills 
Bristol 

My kind of people 

I’d like to confirm that I’ve never said the 
Afghan mujahedin were ‘my kind of peo¬ 
ple’, in Lambeth town hall 10 years ago, 
or anywhere else at any other time. 

I’d suggest, again, that you proceed 
in political discussion by consulting 
documents, articles, etc. The AWL’s 
material on the Afghan question is quite 
clear: we have always thought, said and 
written that the islamists were/are reac¬ 
tionary bigots. Attempts at structured 
debate are being derailed by your con¬ 
tinual use of gossip-nonsense in polemic. 
Mark Osborn 
AWL 

Political 

Tourettes 

The editor of the Weekly Worker kindly 
forwarded to me a copy of Mark Osborn’s 
letter (above) denying he ever referred 
to the reactionary Afghan mujahedin as 
“my kind of people”. Unfortunately for 
Mark, one of his own comrades has 
waded in to confirm my recollection of 
the meeting at Lambeth Town Hall. 

AWL member Tom Rigby, who, along 
with the CPGB’s John Bridge, led the 
debate that evening, posted a message 
on the RCN Britain e-list stating he 
“remember[s] the meeting very well”. 

According to comrade Rigby, “Mark 
Osbom was just pulling [the CPGB’s] 
leg in response to their ridiculous alle¬ 
gations against us” - he said it but he 
didn’t mean it. 

However, while I agree with comrade 
Rigby that Mark Osbom did indeed blurt 
out his “ridiculous” homage to our band 
of cutthroat shitbags, I cannot agree with 
his explanation. 

Mark was sitting at the back of the 
room at the time and I can only presume 
that Tom’s view was obscured. Comrade 
Osbom was most vehement in his sup¬ 
port - and was most keen that we should 
all know about it. No irony. No sarcasm. 

It may be the case that Mark has a 
touch of political Tourettes. When he 
gets excited or otherwise agitated he 


becomes uncontrollably mde and offen¬ 
sive, often blurting out political positions 
and propositions no one in their right 
mind would lay claim to. This perhaps ex¬ 
plains why he does not remember the 
episode. All I can say is, I hope he gets 
better soon. 

AndyGunton 
South London 

China 

We shouldn’t be so surprised by what 
happened at the Communist Party of 
China congress, comrade Bernal ( Weekly 
Worker November 21). 

Tariq Ali recently commented rather 
opportunistically that Mao might have 
been right when he opposed the ‘capi¬ 
talist roaders’. It takes some people a long 
time to learn - just look at the foreign 
policy record of the People’s Republic. 
Even if we take into account the ‘long 
view’ of history, there is no way much of 
what the Chinese leadership is now do¬ 
ing can be justified in socialist terms. By 
allowing millionaires to join the party, 
they are turning what should be a prole¬ 
tarian mass movement into an exclusive 
business club (just like New Labour). At 
the same time, by opening up China’s 
economy, all that the people seem to be 
receiving in return are impoverishment, 
dmg addiction and an HIV explosion. 

New China certainly hasn’t resolved 
any of the contradictions of capitalism. 
How soon before Blair visits? 

David Movgan 
London 

Degeneration 

I recently came across the website Revo¬ 
lution and Truth - proprietor: Ian Dono¬ 
van, now of the CPGB, I believe. 

I had a look at an article on the popular 
front, which turned out to be an anti- 
Spartacist polemic. Here Ian asserts that 
the “degeneration” of the Spartacist 
League is attributable to an incorrect 
position on the popular front. I’m curi¬ 
ous to know what the mechanism is. How 
did a ‘wrong’ position on paper (because 
the Spartacist League rarely do anything 
other than produce and sell their news¬ 
paper) cause Jim Robertson to behave 
so strangely. Had he adopted Ian’s posi¬ 
tion would he have treated his followers 
better? 

Does Ian still adhere to this view and 
if so would he please explain? 

Yeshi Stevens 

Germany 

Windsor 

I know Roger Windsor well, having 
worked with him here in France; I am now 
involved in a legal process against him. 

I am interested in the comment about 
his being “bankrupt” (other than mor¬ 
ally), as he is certainly running four sepa¬ 
rate estate agency offices in south-west 
France ( Weekly Worker July 11). In fact 
his wife is the named managing director, 
and his son the legal manager. The com¬ 
pany is called L’Affaire Frangaise, with 
its head office in Jamac, Charente, two 
sub-offices in the Dordogne and one in 
the Haute-Vienne. The prefecture is cur¬ 
rently investigating the running of these 
sub-offices, following a private complaint. 

I wondered about Windsor’s real mo¬ 
tivation for his apparently untrue story 
to the Mirror in 1989: if he was working 
for special branch or MI5, why did he 
leave his disclosure so late? If he was 
not, why do it at all? Especially as it now 
seems that he himself really had paid off 
his loan from strike funds. Was he so 
desperate for money that it seemed an 
irresistible temptation to twist the reality 
and cash in by substituting Scargill for 
himself as the guilty party? Isn’t this 
suicidal behaviour if he himself had done 
what he claimed Scargill had? 

My experience with Windsor here in 
France is that he seems to have a pen¬ 
chant for stabbing people working with 
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him in the back. He worked under the 
guidance of a French estate agent, then 
broke his contract with this man and set 
up on his own in the same area (in breach 
of the terms of his contract). The French 
agent took Windsor to court over this and 
won; Windsor was ordered to pay back 
200,000 francs (£20,000 at the time) and 
has been doing so at the drip rate of 100 
francs a week, according to my inform¬ 
ant (who says he himself advised Wind¬ 
sor to pay the fine in this way). 

The informant and myself worked with 
Windsor for 12 months, until he started 
cheating us both, at which time we both 
gave notice, and I am trying to recover 
money which he owes me through the 
French courts. 

NickLowings 

France 

ESF experience 

I have just checked out the alarming de¬ 
tails given by Henri Leblanc in your let¬ 
ters page (' Weekly Worker November 21). 

Even if tme, it does not take the shine 
off the great experience fellow students 
and I experienced in Florence. To be part 
of that massive anti-war march was some¬ 
thing else, and it must have been a slap 
in the face for the Italian government of 
Silvio Berlusconi. You can’t tell me that 
the likes of Bush and Blair were not a lit¬ 
tle worried to hear that such massive 
hordes from across the continent were 
pouring into this renaissance-era Italian 
city to show grave concerns over their 
global agenda! 

The front of the march left the Fortezza 


at 1pm, but the group we ended up with 
never left the starting position until about 
6pm, and I was told by an Austrian com¬ 
rade that there were marchers who still 
hadn’t left the Fortezza at 9pm. This mas¬ 
sive demonstration of red flags and anti¬ 
capitalist chants lifted my heart and has 
boosted my confidence as never before. 
So please convey to your pessimistic 
comrades: a better world is possible ! 
Saul Cohen 
Rochester 

No Sweat 

I apologise if the report I gave of the No 
Sweat meeting in Florence was inaccu¬ 
rate (1 Weekly Worker November 14). Ob¬ 
viously, with switching translations, etc, 
it was a little difficult to catch some com¬ 
rades’ names (the announcer was Ger¬ 
man), and I had to ask afterwards for 
details in a lot of cases. Evidently, as 
Sandra Griffiths of Workers Powerpoints 
out, I garnered some incorrect informa¬ 
tion (Letters, November 21). 

I am still confused, however, as to the 
nature of the meeting. AWL comrades 
were building for it, and the flyer I saw 
advertising the event was for No Sweat, 
and not No Sweat Europe, the WP off¬ 
shoot. I have since found out that Mick 
Duncan was supposed to be speaking 
at the event, but another AWL speaker 
read his speech for him. This meeting was 
in the Fortezza -1 was there - are you sure 
we’re not both a bit confused? If not, I 
apologise profusely. 

However, perhaps a good way of 
avoiding such confusion would have 


been to have avoided a split in the first 
place, comrade. 

James Bull 

Manchester 

Release activists 

We are appalled to hear that the Italian 
authorities arrested 20 anti-capitalist ac¬ 
tivists on Friday and threatened them with 
serious but vague political charges. One 
of the charges - ‘conspiracy against the 
state’ - was made law by the fascist gov¬ 
ernment in the 1920s. 

These arrests took place days after the 
end of the European Social Fomm in Flor¬ 
ence, an event which was organised 
around the slogan ‘No to privatisation, 
racism and war: another world is possi¬ 
ble’. The forum brought together over 
60,000, mainly young Europeans from the 
anti-capitalist and anti-war movements, 
non-governmental organisations and 
trade unions in four days of intense dis¬ 
cussion about the neoliberal disaster and 
its alternatives. All of those arrested were 
involved in organising the forum. De¬ 
spite media hysteria, the forum was a 
peaceful celebration of a new radicalism 
that is mushrooming around the world. 

The timing suggests these arrests are 
an attempt to criminalise and confuse a 
movement which holds so much hope 
for the future. It is a matter of urgency for 
us that the accused are released and all 
charges are dropped. 

Tony Benn, Louise Christian, Alex 
Callinicos, Kate Hudson (vice-chair 
CND), Chris Nineham and Nick 
Dearden (Globalise Resistance) 


STOP THE WAR COALITION 


ACTION 


CPGB London seminars 

Sunday December 1, 5pm - History of Labourism: ‘MacDonaldism after 
MacDonald’, using Ralph Milliband’s Parliamentary socialism as a study 
guide. 

Sunday December 8, 5pm - ‘Habermas’s pseudo-Marxism’, using Istvan 
Meszaros’s The power of ideology as a study guide. 

After New Labour 

Socialist Campaign Group conference, Saturday November 30,10.30am-5pm, 
Mechanics Institute, Princess Street, Manchester. Registration - waged and 
delegates: £7; unwaged: £3. Hosted by Manchester Central CLP. 

Speakers include: Bob Crow (RMT), Harry Cohen MP, John Edmonds (GMB), 
Jeremy Corbyn MP, Andy Gilchrist (FBU), Kelvin Hopkins MP, Billy Hayes 
(CWU), Alice Mahon MP, Dave Prentis (Unison), John McDonnell MP, Mark 
Serwotka (PCS), Alan Simpson MP, Derek Simpson (Amicus), Bob Wareing 
MP. 

Socialist Campaign Group, 16 Franconia Road, London SW4 9ND; 020 7622 
5734; campaigngroup@aol.com 

Palestine conference 

Palestine Solidarity Campaign international conference, Saturday Novem¬ 
ber 30, 10.30am-5pm, Logan Hall, Institute of Education, 20 Bedford Way, 
London WC1. 

What future for Palestine? Campaigning against Bush/Sharon vision for Mid¬ 
dle East. 

Speakers include: Ronnie Kasrils, South African government minister; Vic¬ 
toria Brittain, journalist; Steven Rose, leading proponent of academic boy¬ 
cott; Jeremy Corbyn, MP. 

Registration - £10 waged; £5 unwaged (cheques payable to PSC). PSC, BM 
Box PSA, London WC1N 3XX. 

020 7700 6192; wwww.palestinecampaign.org 

Close Campsfield 

Ninth anniversary demonstration, Saturday November 30, 12 noon - 2pm, 
Campsfield House detention centre, Langford Lane, Kidlington, Oxfordshire. 
From Oxford take buses 2B, C or D from Magdalen Street (outside 
Debenhams) to Oxford Spires Business Park (Oxford Airport). 
Organisedby Campaign to Close Campsfield. 01235 831568 or01865 558145; 
info@closecampsfield.org.uk; www.closecampsfield.org.uk 

March for children 
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National conference Saturday 
December 7,10am-5pm, Camden Town 
Hall (opposite Kings Cross station), 
London. 

Each local STWC: up to four del¬ 
egates. Each affiliated organisation 
(less than 1,000 members): two 
representatives; between 1,000 and 
10,000: four; more than 10,000: six. 
Individuals paying standing order may 
also be delegates. Supporters welcome 
to attend without speaking/voting 
rights. Please let the Office know who 
your delegates are, or if you wish to 
attend as an individual, by December 
2 . 

Motions (one per organisation) and 
nominations for steering committee 
must be received at STWC office by 
December 2. Registration: £5 waged; 

£3 unwaged, payable on the day. 

Stop the War Coalition, PO Box 3739, 
London, E5 8EJ; 
office @ stopwar.org.uk; 
www.stopwar.org.uk; 020 7053 2155/ 
2156. 


Mass weapons inspection 

Demonstration against arrival of US 
Stealth bombers at Fairford air base, 
Saturday December 14, 12noon, 
Fairford, near Swindon, Gloucester. 
Coach from Bristol: Leaving Anchor 
Road (behind Watershed complex), 


10am. £10 waged; £4 unwaged. 
Available from Greenleaf Books, 82 
Colston Street, BS1 5BB. 

Organised by Bristol Stop the War 
Coalition, j ames @ venables .plus .com; 
www.gwi.org.uk 


Bookshop 
Libel Fund 

Defend Housmans and Bookmarks - two bookshops facing a po¬ 
tentially ruinous libel case for stocking the anti-fascist magazine 
Searchlight . British law allows people criticised to sue distribu¬ 
tors of allegedly libellous material and this case is seen as a 
politically motivated attack on the left. 

Send donations, payable to 'Bookshop Libel Fund’, to: Housmans, 
5 Caledonian Road, London N19DX; or Bookmarks, 1 Bloomsbury 
Stieet, London WC1B 3QE. 


Stop inhumane treatment of asylum-seeker and refugee children. Saturday 
November 30, Castle Green, Bristol. 

For further information, contact Bristol Defend the Asylum-Seekers Cam¬ 
paign, 

hughesbob@compuserve.com; or caro.vino@blueyonder.co.uk 

Love Music, Hate Racism 

LMHR Launch parties 

London : Friday December 6,10pm to 6am, The Ocean, 270 Mare Street, Lon¬ 
don E8. Featuring Heartless Crew and many others. Tickets: £15 in advance. 
Manchester. Saturday December 7,7.30pm to 2am, Contact Theatre, Oxford 
Road, Manchester M15. Featuring Grand Central and many others. Tickets: 

£5 on the door. 

For more details contact Anti-Nazi League. 

Firefighters benefit gig 

Friday December 6, from 8pm, The Bull, Sheep Street, Rugby town centre 
(outdoor shopping precinct - 10-minute walk from station). With Wreckless 
Eric. Tickets £6/£4. 

Organised by Coventry And Warwickshire Socialist Alliance with Rugby 
FBU. 

Socialist Campaign Groups 

Network of Socialist Campaign Groups annual general meeting, Saturday 
December 7, llam-4.30pm, Swarthmore Centre, Woodhouse Square, Leeds 
LS3 1 AD. Speakers from FBU, CWU, PSC and Labour Party NEC. Resolu¬ 
tions and election of officers for 2003. 

Registration: £15 waged, £10 low waged, £2 unwaged. All Labour Party mem¬ 
bers welcome. 

Details: Christine Shawcroft - 07971 684380; 

christineshawcroft@btopenworld.com 

or Dorothy Macedo - 0208 4448827; d.macedo@unisonfree.net 

Why asylum? 

Public seminar - ‘How UK foreign investment creates asylum-seekers’. Sun¬ 
day December 8, lpm-7pm, Kurdish Cultural Centre, 11 Portland Gardens, 
London N4 (off Green Lanes; Piccadilly Line, Manor House). 

Organised by Ilisu Dam Campaign/Refugee Project: ilisu@gn.gn.apc.org; 
www.ilisu.org.uk; 0787 6771576. 

Kurdish human rights 

Lecture by Noam Chomsky for 10th anniversary of Kurdish Human Rights 
Project, Monday December 9, 7pm, St Paul’s Cathedral, London. Tickets: 
£15 waged, £8 unwaged/students. Available by credit card from 
ticketweb.co.uk; 0870 900 4555. Or from KHRP on 020 7287 2772. All profits 
toKHRP. 

Supported by the Bar Human Rights Committee. 

Party wills 

The CPGB has forms available for you to include the Party and the stmggle 
for communism in your will. Write for details. 

RDG 

To contact the Revolutionary Democratic Group email rdgroup@yahoo.com 

www.cpgb.ovg.uk/action 
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UNION STRUGGLE 


Communist 
Party books 


Fight Blair on all 



A PLAN FOR 

MINERS 

TttthpMUrEd f-\_ - 
Tr-rti-nflMV-ri:'! r 

cccliirrEir f'lil 


FROM OCTOBER 
TO AUGUST 

Th? Uniore 

TfOrti revbJutnn b cmnbCTrew&Vfen 


enen 
cam | 


* oontiUxibon 

Jaoc Corrsd 


Problems 

OT commuriht tuHiniNjilinm 


Jitck Conrad 


■Which road? 

The programmes of ‘official communism’ were designed to 
serve those in the workers’ movement who had no interest in 
revolution, those who preferred compromise with capitalism 
rather than its destruction. 

Jack Conrad also deals with the reformist programme of Peter 
Taaffe’s group and lays the groundwork necessary for drafting 
a revolutionary programme. 

£6.95/€ll 

■ From October to August 

Articles by Jack Conrad, charting the rise and demise of the 
USSR from Stalin’s monocratic dictatorship to the twists and 
turns of Gorbachev’s perestroika and Yeltsin’s counter-coup. 
Throughout there is a stress on the necessity of democracy. 

£6.95/€ll 

■ In the enemy camp 

Examines the theory and practice of communist electoral work. 
Particular attention is paid to the Bolsheviks’ anti-boycottism 
and their strategy for revolution. Vital for Socialist Alliance ac¬ 
tivists. 

£4.95/€7.75 

■ Problems of communist organisation 

What is the correct balance between democracy and central¬ 
ism? Jack Conrad explores this thorny issue in his historically 
significant argument against a disgruntled minority who de¬ 
serted the CPGB in 1992. 

£4.95/€7.75 

■ A plan for miners 

The Communist Party’s ‘anti-submission’ to the Tory govern¬ 
ment’s 1992 coal review. The case is made for working class self¬ 
activity and socialism. Arthur Scargill famously disowned it. 

£1.00/€1.50 

■ Towards a Socialist Alliance party 

Jack Conrad’s book argues for the Socialist Alliance to move to 
a higher organisational and political stage. Drawing on an ex¬ 
tensive study of history, this work presents the ways and means 
of arriving at that end. 

£7.00/€ll 


Buy all 6 books for £23/€36 and save £8.80/€l4 
Delivery free within the United Kingdom 


Please send me a copy of: 

Which road? □ 

From October to August □ 

In the enemy camp □ 

Problems of communist organisation □ 
A plan for miners □ 

Towards a Socialist Alliance party □ 


I enclose a cheque, payable to CPGB, for 
£/€_ 

Name_ 

Add ress__________ 


Email_ 

Please return to CPGB address 


The firefighters strike has become very bitter and very political. Tony Blair has made 
the governments agenda all too clear - breaking the strike, jobs cuts and less cover. 
How should the FBU and rank and file firefighters respond? We canvassed opinions 


CHRIS JONES, EX-CHAIR, MERSEYSIDE FBU _ 

Reject ‘modernisation’ 


S o far the strike’s been completely 
solid, as expected. The Fire Brigades 
Union have done a lot of prepara¬ 
tion. The firefighters understand 
well the issues involved in the dispute and 
were prepared for a sharp confrontation. 
Whether they are prepared for a very long 
confrontation is less clear. 

When we wrote a local leaflet for the Mer¬ 
seyside Socialist Alliance, we were criticised 
by members of the Socialist Workers Party for 
writing that it was likely to be a long and highly 
politicised dispute. But the government had 
already intervened in July to stop the agree¬ 
ment with the local employers. Then there is 
Tony Blair’s recent statement that the govern¬ 
ment began to prepare for this dispute - very 
badly, I think - back in August of this year, 
immediately after they intervened to spike the 
employers’ offer. So, even before the strike 
began, it was clear that it was going to be a 
critical political dispute for the government 
and it would be drawn out. 

‘Modernisation’ is an empty phrase that La¬ 
bour have used repeatedly since they were 
elected in 1997. They fill it with a content of 
reduction in costs. So in the fire service - with 
over 80% of costs going on labour - if you 
‘self-fund’ a pay rise, it must inevitably mean 
a loss of jobs - as the government has now 
openly admitted. 

So their ‘modernisation’ agenda is one of 
reducing the number of firefighters. Less en¬ 
gines, less cover, etc. That fits in with the 
agenda the local authorities have followed in 
the past. So some of the things that are being 
proposed now are exactly the things that were 
proposed in the past on Merseyside and led 
to strikes. For Blair, ‘modernisation’ means less 
firefighters and those that are left having to 
cover for those that have been axed. 

The FBU has now had two years of de¬ 
bates about its relationship with the Labour 
Party. This strike will undoubtedly feed into 
that. Firefighters have been aware of the de¬ 
bates in the union and now they are living 
through the vivid experience of their power¬ 
lessness in relation to the Labour Party itself. 
The argument that trade unions could some¬ 
how influence the direction of Labour has been 
exposed. People are feeling real anger against 
the way that Labour is treating them. 

It seems to me that it is possible that the 
government has deliberately chosen a high- 
profile public sector union to break. If they 
have, then the responsibility is on all trade un¬ 
ionists and trade union leaders to make sure 
that they can’t. On the other, perhaps they 
haven’t deliberately chosen to do this. Per¬ 
haps it is just gross incompetence. But if I was 
John Prescott, and I believed that Tony Blah- 
had been planning coherently since August, 
or if I were the local government employers, 
many of whom are local Labour Party politi¬ 
cians, I would be furious. Because they have 
both been hung out to dry. Did Prescott know 
when he was negotiating that the rug was 
going to be pulled out from under him? 

The question as to how much this govern¬ 
ment consciously understands what it is do¬ 
ing can’t be answered at this point. The 
danger is that it does understand. That it has 
a clear agenda and that is to break with its tra¬ 
ditional relationship with the trade unions. The 
longer-term Blair project is clearly to reunite 
with Liberalism. 

Firefighters are going to have to make as 


many links as possible with other workers in 
dispute. Unions like the GMB and Unison 
have made statements and bought advertis¬ 
ing in support of the firefighters - they have 
begun to commit resources. The TUC - un¬ 
like in 1977 - formally supports the firefight¬ 
ers. Given that Blair has made it a question of 
either him or the FBU, this puts the TUC on 
the spot. Concretely, what is it going to do? 

My fear is that the TUC is positioning itself 
in order to be able to do a deal. So it’s impor¬ 
tant rank and file trade union members start 
to make as many links as they can to guard 
against a sellout. I fear that they are not going 
to be able to generate sufficient organisational 
infrastructure in the course of the dispute. But 
we have to call to account trade union lead¬ 
ers who are formally in support of the fire serv¬ 
ice. They shouldn’t be let off the hook. 

The strike will inevitably become more bit¬ 
ter. The ‘gentlemen’s agreement’ between the 
firefighters, the army and the police is likely to 
erode. In 1977, we ended up picketing the army 
barracks in Bootle. There were flying pickets 
sent out to working retained fire stations. If 
this becomes a long and bitter dispute, that 
will happen again. 

Also, there is the question of how things 
are controlled. In one sense, the FBU leader¬ 
ship have already given a lead on that. They 
had that merry dance with Prescott about 
what would be called an emergency. Clearly 
now, it is the FBU that decides what qualifies 
and it is FBU watches that are making those 
decisions on the ground. 

In embryo, that raises the question of who 
should control fire service personnel in gen¬ 
eral. That question is latent in the situation and 
is bound to come up more forcibly as the dis¬ 
pute becomes sharper. 

The broader programme of revolutionaries 
and the political nature of the dispute are writ 


I now think it could be a long dispute. My 
impression was that the government and 
employers were in a bit of a state of dis¬ 
array at the start of the eight-day action, 
and the intention of Blair’s speech on Mon¬ 
day was to try to draw them together. To co¬ 
here a single line of attack. So they seem to 
be adopting a harder line. Now they have come 
out explicitly and said that ‘modernisation’ 
does mean job cuts. So everything is becom¬ 
ing clearer. 

So firefighters need a clear strategy. First, 
internally, we need to ensure that our mem¬ 
bers stay together as a fighting unit Second, 
for the wider movement Third, there’s pub¬ 
lic opinion. We need the organisation of 
strike committees everywhere they haven’t 
already been set up. We need more regular 
information flowing out of the union to keep 
the rank and file abreast of developments. 
Picketing must be maintained and strength¬ 
ened. 

Then, wider solidarity is becoming key 
from other trade unions and from the TUC. 
There have already been health and safety ar- 


large. It has been pushed onto firefighters and 
all active trade unionists. So our opponents - 
centrally Tony Blair - have themselves disa¬ 
bused those who believed this fight would 
not be a political dispute of that idea. At a low 
level, the dispute is being made political by 
the actions of the government itself. 

The question of ‘modernisation’ has a po¬ 
litical side. For example, MPs voted themselves 
a 40% pay rise in parliament - the same place 
where somebody called ‘Black Rod’ taps at 
the door of the Commons. The institutions of 
the state have an air of being archaic - a phrase 
I believe Tony Blair applied to a shift pattern 
that is a mere 25 years old. This is an immedi¬ 
ate argument that would cut with firefighters. 
Actually, if we are going to look at moderni¬ 
sation, why don’t we look at the modernisa¬ 
tion of the state? And of course, we should 
have a different view to capital of the content 
of that ‘modernisation’. The question of power 
and the state come very quickly to the fore. 

Underneath that there is also the question 
of solidarity. To me, one of the biggest ques¬ 
tions is raising trade union solidarity as an 
active question. Not just dropping money in 
a bucket or minor actions within the law. We 
need to actually start to think about what trade 
unionists can actually do to stand together 
as a class. 

That doesn’t start to address broader ques¬ 
tions about socialist politics. At this stage, the 
dispute has not thrown those up, but it does 
raise questions about public service, about 
who pays and about which section of soci¬ 
ety gain benefits from it. 

There are a raft of issues in the public sec¬ 
tor - around higher education, student fees. 
There are a number of wage battles about to 
take place. It is clear that the government’s hard 
line is being fed by the same sort of issues 
that feed into a political generalisation which 
raises welfare and socialism in a way they 
haven’t been raised for a long time. 

But my feeling is that the first things that 
will be raised are questions around the nature 
of the state and political power, the nature of 
solidarity and trade union action. The second 
element will be that wider set of social elements 
around socialist questions • 


guments, but we need to widen the argument 
about public sector unity. There are teachers 
and local government workers taking strike 
action at the moment. The impact of that is 
lost on the members of our union - we need 
practical unity for common action across the 
public sector. We can’t rely on the union lead¬ 
ership to do that, but we can use the state¬ 
ments that have issued to make appeals at a 
rank and file level. 

There are the first stirrings of a movement 
across the public sector. A lot of our branches 
have been organising meetings with teach¬ 
ers’ and local government unions and so on. 
We’ve had very interesting meetings like 
that in some fire stations. We need to build 
on that, but using the official structures as 
far as we can as well. One thing we definitely 
need is a national demonstration, called by 
the FBU and supported by the TUC and all 
trade unions. That would be a massive boost 
to the campaign and put a lot of political pres¬ 
sure on Blair. 

I have noted the increase in the number of 
individual applications to withdraw from the 


MATT WRACK, LONDON REGIONAL ORGANISER _ 

Clear strategy needed 
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fronts in fire dispute 



Matt Wrack demands that Blair meets FBU claim 


political fund. The danger is that it just be¬ 
comes a widespread individual reaction. 
What we need to discuss is how we respond 
collectively as a trade union. My view is still 
that democratisation of the fund is the way 
forward. But when we raise that idea, there 
will be a wider support for the idea of just dis¬ 
affiliating. 

While we should understand that mood, we 
should argue with the members that we go to 
war with Blair on as many fronts as possible. 
If that means we create a split in the Labour 
Party, by taking other unions with us if they 
try to kick us out, then that would be prefer¬ 
able to the FBU walking out alone. 

But because of the understandable frustra¬ 
tion and anger with Labour, it is going to be 
harder to hold that line. The left of the union 
really needs to discuss our response ur¬ 
gently. There will be some elements in the 
left who will simply want to go along with the 
idea of disaffiliating • 


Democratising the funds 

Whose money is it anyway? The case for 
democratising the tirade union political 
funds. A Socialist Alliance pamphlet by Matt 
Wrack. £1. Order from the CPGB or the 
Socialist Alliance, Wickham House, 10 
Cleveland Way, London El 4TR 



Not an exception 


W e’ve been 100% solid and there 
have been no defections. It’s 
been a magnificent strike action. 
We should be proud of our un¬ 
ion members. 

If the government insist on attacking the 
fire service, then we are prepared to fight it out 
to the end. The government’s attitude has defi¬ 
nitely hardened the resolve of our members 
to see it through. After all, this is not just a 
fight for fair pay, but to save the fire service 
itself. 

The whole of the trade union movement 
needs to stand shoulder to shoulder with the 
firefighters. It must be clear to trade unionists 
now that our fight is not just about a dispute 
in our industry, but the basic right to fair pay 
in any sector. The government is saying, 
‘What do we tell the nurses if we make an ex¬ 
ception of the firefighters?’ 

Well, we don’t want to be an exceptional 
case. We just want fair pay. And we’ll fight 
for that same right for any group of workers. 
It’s disgraceful that the government tries to 
blackmail firefighters with the low pay of other 


sections of workers. 

There’s talk of Blair regarding this as his ver¬ 
sion of Thatcher’s battle against the miners 
in 1984-85. There is a big lesson here for our 
movement. Millions of workers have been 
suffering ever since for the movement’s fail¬ 
ure to stand alongside the miners. 

Every fire station we go to, they’re asking 
for the form to opt out of the political fund to 
the Labour Party. It is a mass sentiment among 
firefighters now. I’m sure that at next year’s 
conference, some move will be made either for 
disaffiliation - which is my preference - or the 
democratisation of the fund, which will give 
us the ability to fund other candidates who 
support the policies of the union. After the 
attack on us that the government is presiding 
over, I’m sure it will be an easy victory. 

The unions must rethink their links with La¬ 
bour. Blair is clearly more interested in talking 
to the CBI than with us. We should start to 
use our political funds to back a proper, trade 
union-orientated Labour Party. We need a 
party that truly represents the workers - this 
one clearly does not • 


JANE CLARKE, REGION 10 
TREASURER _ 

Free the 
funds 

T he deputy prime minister has 
admitted that ‘modernisation’ 
means job cuts - the Labour Party 
leadership have shown their true 
colours. Most firefighters are now 
prepared for a long haul - it doesn’t look 
very hopeful as far as a compromise is 
concerned. I can’t imagine that the FBU is 
going to accept job losses - we already have 
a conference policy that says we won’t 
accept redundancies. And what Labour is 
talking about is decimating the fire 
service. 

The service could not be sustained at the 
current level if you leave our conditions as 
they are now. But of course, they want to 
introduce overtime, they want to introduce 
whole-time retained duty, which is how they 
would aim to make up the deficiencies in 
staff numbers. In practical terms, it would 
mean a big increase in our hours to make 
up those deficiencies. 

At the moment, we have a three-shift 
pattern. The management is saying that 
these are not particularly family-friendly. 
Of course, we do work long hours, we do 
work nights and that is a problem for 
people. But if they introduced job-share, for 
example, that would be family-friendly. We 
could do that with the same shift pattern. 

But they are actually being hypocrites, 
pretending to be for women and against a 
‘macho’ culture. If people have to do lots of 
overtime, or whole-time retained duties, 
then that is going to impact on family life 
very dramatically. At least with the shift 
system, you know when you are working, 
so you can plan childcare and your life 
around work. If you are doing overtime and 
you are being called in as and when, you 
can’t plan anything at all. 

People across the board have had 
enough. Over and over again, I’m hearing 
people on the picket lines say that there is 
no way they can vote Labour again. So then, 
the question is, what are the other options? 
As a member of the Socialist Alliance, I 
obviously push that option. Unfortunately, 
apart from what I and a few individual 
members have done, I haven’t seen any SA 
work around the fire strike at all. SA 
members are all turning up with a 
different hat on. 

We have had to issue en masse forms for 
individual members to opt out of the 
political levy to Labour - something I was 
not very happy with. At conference next 
year, the disaffiliation argument will 
definitely come up again. The EC seems to 
have a very tight grip on the dispute and, 
unless some clear arguments are put 
forward on the picket fines, the gut 
reaction of most people will be to disaffili¬ 
ate. 

I still think the correct position is for 
democratisation of the funds - that is also 
more winnable than disaffiliation. The 
argument we are going to get from our 
executive is, ‘Look, we’ve been in 
Prescott’s office. Let’s not turn our back 
on that sort of influence’, etc. 

We need to up the stakes through 
fighting links with other public sector 
workers. The day of action in France 
shows us the way - we need the same here. 
As a minimum we need a national demon¬ 
stration in defence of public services and in 
support of the firefighters, but better would 
be a day of action# 
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ALLIANCE FOR WORKERS' LIBERTY 


Leeds, lies and Owen 
MacThomas ■ part one 


O ne of the hallmarks of authen¬ 
tic Marxism is that it strives to 
tell the truth about the present 
and the past. After all the 
working class movement requires the 
truth if it is to win the future. So when it 
comes to factional stmggles on the left 
any scurrilous doctoring of the facts or 
deliberate resort to outright lies, for the 
sake of doing down an opponent, should 
be viewed not only as deviating from 
Marxism but running counter to the in¬ 
terests of socialism. With these elemen¬ 
tary observations in mind we return to 
the ‘Leeds incident’. 

Doubtless some will think that revisit¬ 
ing this incident a total waste of time and 
not worth the candle. Understandable 
but mistaken. Why? Because relations 
between the leaderships of the Commu¬ 
nist Party of Great Britain and the Alli¬ 
ance for Workers’ Liberty have soured 
over this issue to the point of mutual 
acrimony and total mistrust and have 
brought forth a flood of lies and distor¬ 
tions about our past and present politics. 

Though blame for this breakdown lies 
squarely and entirely with the AWL, I 
very much regret how things have 
turned out. After all the CPGB and the 
AWL have drawn together in recent 
years. The AWL comrades have half- 
broken with auto-Labourism, adopted - 
albeit in an untheorised fashion - the 
demand for a federal republic and we 
have cooperated, often very closely, in 
the Socialist Alliance. 

So what happened in Leeds? I shall 
reiterate the course of events as I under¬ 
stand them and where possible elaborate. 

At the beginning of 2002 Ray Gaston 
- in his capacity as vicar of All Hallows 
church in Leeds - decided to organise a 
debate on ‘Marxism and religion’. The 
date he pencilled in his year-plan was 
September 20. The place: All Hallows it¬ 
self. Invited speakers were Ken Leech, a 
well known Anglican theologian and 
supporter of many leftwing causes, and 
Mike Marqusee, author of a number of 
notable books on sport and politics, at 
the time a member of the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance’s executive and later the Stop the 
War Coalition’s leading media spokes¬ 
person. On the basis of the Marqusee 
invite Leeds Socialist Alliance promoted 
the meeting. 

During the summer Sean Matgamna, 
the AWL’s primus inter pares , penned a 
conventional but trenchant article 
against religious superstition in their fort¬ 
nightly paper Solidarity. Ray Gaston not 
only read the piece with interest but 
though it an excellent idea to add com¬ 
rade Matgamna onto his panel. He in¬ 
vited the comrade to speak representing 
the viewpoint of militant atheism - pro¬ 
viding, that is, none of the others ob¬ 
jected. No one did. We duly advertised 
what was now a three-way debate in the 
Weekly Worker's action column. 

Ray Gaston joined the CPGB in Au¬ 
gust during our Communist University. 
In discussion with him at the time I sug¬ 
gested that his forthcoming debate on 
‘Marxism and religion’ could be made 
into a useful article for the Weekly Worker. 
Could he tape the proceedings and edit 
up the results? The comrade agreed and 
later put in place the necessary technical 
arrangements. 

However, at the last moment comrade 
Marqusee says he was shocked to dis¬ 
cover that comrade Matgamna was due 
to appear alongside him. He made his 
strong objections known to comrade 
Gaston. What to do? The initial panel had 


been a two-hander. Now one of them was 
refusing to go ahead with the newly in¬ 
vited, third, speaker. Comrade Gaston 
decided to get a substitute. 

As I have written before, perhaps he 
should have simply told Mike Marqusee 
that dictating who else spoke was “un¬ 
acceptable”. But this was not a straight¬ 
forward black and white case. The 
situation was grey. Marqusee had origi¬ 
nally agreed to speak alongside Ken 
Leach, but says he knew nothing of the 
subsequent Sean Matgamna invite. Com¬ 
rade Gaston had only added Sean on the 
basis that no one objected - now they 
were. 

Either way, comrade Gaston was de¬ 
termined that the debate must go ahead. 
He rang our national organiser, Mark 
Fischer, explained the situation and 
asked him to suggest a replacement. 
That is where I came in. Comrade Fischer 
contacted me. We only discussed the 
matter for a minute or two. Certainly we 
did not seize upon a chance to “no-plat¬ 
form” Sean Matgamna or the AWL. 
Such an absurd idea - as seriously sug¬ 
gested by a fevered comrade Mat¬ 
gamna - did not, and would never have, 
occurred to us. The long and the short 
of it was that I agreed to speak - reluc¬ 
tantly. 

Why did comrade Marqusee not 
wish to appear alongside the AWL’s 
paramount personality? Just before the 
September 20 meeting was due to com¬ 
mence he wearily told me that con¬ 
stantly being branded an anti-semite is 
simply beyond the pale. He said he was 
sick and tired of the AWL. Comrade 
Marqusee advocates the conventional 
leftwing solution for Israel/Palestine: 
that is, a single, secular state solution, 
whereby jews and Arabs peacefully live 
side by side as equals. 

As a very jewish non-jewish jew I pre¬ 
sume that comrade Marqusee is particu¬ 
larly sensitive to AWL polemicists on 
this question. They do after all routinely 
insist that such a solution - when pro¬ 
moted by leftwingers such as the So¬ 
cialist Workers Party and the likes of 
Marqusee (and not the AWL in one of 
its earlier incarnations) - is a poisonous 
example of anti-semitism. 

Once again let me make clear that when 
I travelled to Leeds on September 20 I 
was under the impression that comrade 
Matgamna had, at the last moment, sim¬ 


ply dropped out and landed Ray Gas¬ 
ton with the infuriating problem of get¬ 
ting another, substitute, speaker. That 
is what he did to us at this year’s Com¬ 
munist University. Sean “no-plat- 
formed” himself - that after we had been 
advertising him as a speaker for months. 
Yes, that experience helps explain why 
the Weekly Worker billed Jack Conrad 
as “replacing Sean Matgamna”. 

Only after having arrived in Leeds, on 
the evening of September 20, did I dis¬ 
cover that the problem lay with Mike 
Marqusee. Comrade Gaston assured me 
he had phoned Sean Matgamna. No 
Sean - but an answer-machine and Ray 
recorded a long message of explanation. 
Comrade Gaston had also promptly 
contacted the local AWL group in 
Leeds. Incidentally I am now informed 
that they gave him a telephone number 
for Sean in London - but it turns out to 
be an incorrect or old one and is now 
disconnected (part of a conspiracy or 
mere cock-up?). 

Anyway the meeting went ahead. 
Comrade Matgamna arrived just as pro¬ 
ceedings were about to begin. He said - 
so I am told by Ray Gaston - that he 
knew nothing of any message nor Mike 
Marqusee’s objections. Comrade Gas¬ 
ton said he would give him the oppor¬ 
tunity to speak for an extended period 
from the floor and volunteered to pay 
his travel expenses in full. Leeds AWL 
must have decided on a boycott: none 
of them were there - apart, that is, from 
Jane Astrid Devane, who is also a mem¬ 
ber of the All Hallows congregation. 
She - an AWL member - chaired the 
whole proceedings! 

Sean decided against intervening 
from the floor. He departed without ap¬ 
proaching either myself or his own 
comrade Astrid Devane. Introducing 
the meeting, comrade Gaston explained 
why the panel was different to one that 
had been originally publicised. He also 
chided those on the left who were un¬ 
willing to debate with each other and 
who thereby bring our movement into 
disrepute. I too, when it came to my turn, 
said the left should not fear debate and 
should strive towards creating a healthy 
culture where differences are openly 
thrashed out. 

Till the meeting ended I was not ex¬ 
actly sure who our audience consisted 
of. I imagined that a clear majority, or at 
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least a good proportion, must be Chris¬ 
tians and members of the All Hallows 
congregation. But as the drift of the dis¬ 
cussion showed, and comrade Gaston 
later confirmed, most were in actual fact 
supporters of the left, not least the Leeds 
Left Alliance, the Socialist Alliance and 
the SWR In other words if comrade 
Matgamna had deigned to stay any 
protest he delivered about being “no- 
platformed” would hardly have proved 
incomprehensible. He could have made 
some telling points - but, as is his right, 
he chose not to. 

That aside, immediately following the 
Leeds meeting the Matgamna-Thomas 
duumvirate - they write under the cover 
of a single personality called Owen 
MacThomas - upped the ante in what 
has turned into a concerted anti-unity 
offensive. Nothing we say can persuade 
them that there was not a dastardly 
CPGB plot to “no-platform” them. 

I must have spent at least half an hour 
on the phone to comrade Thomas go¬ 
ing over exactly what occurred on and 
prior to September 20. To no avail. For¬ 
tuitously I also encountered comrade 
Matgamna outside the British Library 
and engaged him in a long conversa¬ 
tion. I patiently outlined to him what 
happened and what did not happen in 
Leeds. Far from wanting to “no-plat- 
form” him, or anyone else in the AWL, 
I stressed that our actual intention was 
exactly the opposite. We had planned 
to reproduce his contribution in the 
Weekly Worker. And in any case what 
motive could we possibly have for try¬ 
ing to silence comrade Matgamna on 
religion or anything else for that matter? 

I asked both comrade Thomas and 
Matgamna to keep their eye on CPGB- 
AWL rapprochement, file the Leeds in¬ 
cident under ‘cock-up’, not ‘conspiracy’ 
and move on to more important things 
such as an unofficial Socialist Alliance 
paper. 

Neither of them will have any of it. De¬ 
spite everything, the duumvirate have 
relentlessly pressed ahead with their 
anti-unity offensive. A campaign which 
is in danger of turning into a system and 
has progressively grown shriller and 
shriller, and more and more wild, hysteri¬ 
cal and dishonest. Their method is remi¬ 
niscent of the Inquisition and the goal 
is to have the Provisional Central Com¬ 
mittee admitting to crimes it is innocent 
of and begging the duumvirate for for¬ 
giveness. Dream on. 

Disgustingly the AWL has vomited 
out a whole series of unfounded claims 
to the effect that comrade Matgamna 
had been “ambushed and mugged”, 
that the “leadership of the CPGB 
‘planned’ to embarrass and mug Sean”, 
that “collectively” the CPGB “acted in 
part out of spite, as a response” to the 
‘analysis’ of the politics of the CPGB 
which comrade Matgamna produced 
early in September. Lies, lies, lies, noth¬ 
ing but lies. With equal erroneousness, 
comrade Thomas maintains that all the 
above stems from our congenital “Sta¬ 
linist morality” and deep-seated Stalin¬ 
ist politics. Thus Owen MacThomas 
writes of my “glorifying Stalin”. 

This sort of deceit and self-obsessed 
conspiracy-mongering is worthy of the 
fantasies concocted by Mikhail 
Bakunin or in more modern times the 
ravings of Gerry Healy’s Workers Revo¬ 
lutionary Party and Jim Robinson’s 
Spartacist League. Indeed, as new 
depths are plumbed, the more I am in¬ 
clined to believe that the Leeds incident 


was welcomed as a heaven-sent (no 
pun intended) opportunity to put a halt 
to CPGB-AWL rapprochement and in¬ 
oculate AWL ranks against infectious 
moves towards unity. That is why ac¬ 
cusations are made of “no-platforming” 
and “mugging” - it implies premedita¬ 
tion, criminal intent, violence or the 
threat of violence. 

Of course, those who brazenly ped¬ 
dle lies and fling about false accusations 
in order to discredit opponents for the 
sake of what they see as narrow factional 
advantage are not only moving away 
from Marxism but face eventual bank¬ 
ruptcy. The AWL as a whole must put 
the record straight and would do well 
to publicly renounce the “Stalinist mo¬ 
rality”, “no-platforming” and “mug¬ 
ging”, etc canards put about by the 
Matgamna-Thomas duumvirate. 

Falsification 

As indicated above, besides turning the 
Leeds cock-up into a “no platform” con¬ 
spiracy, the AWL’s duumvirate attempt 
to give a ‘theoretical’ underpinning to 
its anti-unity offensive by manufactur¬ 
ing a whole literature of falsification di¬ 
rected against our supposed political 
positions, methods and origins. 

This has taken many forms - resolu¬ 
tions voted through by the AWL’s ex¬ 
ecutive and national committees; 
comrade Matgamna’s 10,000-word 
‘Critical notes’ on the CPGB; his sup¬ 
plementary 3,500-word letter, ‘Jack 
Conrad on Leeds: karaoke democ¬ 
racy?’; an Owen MacThomas feature, 
‘Why no right of reply?’, in Solidarity ; 
and countless Martin Thomas letters 
and articles in the Weekly Worker and 
Solidarity (leave aside email exchanges). 

In a rather pathetic flanking operation 
comrade Thomas has also sought to 
whip up a campaign to demand that the 
CPGB alone should print - in full - Sean 
Matgamna’s ‘Critical notes’ and his 
‘Jack Conrad on Leeds’ diatribe. The 
campaign has not only met a brick wall 
but has fallen flat. 

Comrade Thomas pretends that the 
Weekly Worker promotes itself as the 
“paper of the left” and as a kind of uni¬ 
versal depository for any and every 
half-baked polemicist. Owen Mac¬ 
Thomas therefore writes that to “the 
‘no platform’ the Weekly Worker group 
have now added a ban on Sean Mat¬ 
gamna’s right of reply” ( Solidarity Oc¬ 
tober 31). 

Actually the Weekly Worker is the 
“paper of the CPGB” and publishes 
only that material which in the opinion 
of the editors promotes in some way the 
aims of the CPGB. We have printed most 
of comrade Thomas’s letters. But our 
press does not exist to provide an auto¬ 
matic platform for the leaders of other 
organisations, especially when they 
send us material the length of which 
would require a four-page supplement. 
Naturally we expect them to use their 
own papers and journals. Of course, that 
the AWL is against carrying what they 
stupidly call “gossip” in any of its own 
publications is a cross entirely of their 
own making. Another indication show¬ 
ing just how apolitical that organisation 
is becoming at the top and how much it 
is in thrall to the narrow outlook and 
concerns of economism. 

Basically the main thrust of the 
AWL’s anti-CPGB literature is to set up 
Sean Matgamna as the master of Marx¬ 
ism and the prophet of modern-day 
Trotskyism (its name being Matshacht- 
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manism). In contrast the CPGB is por¬ 
trayed as a “wildly eclectic and incoher¬ 
ent” “Mickey Mouse outfit”. Our ranks 
contain such a contradictory mix of 
“politics and traditions” so as to make 
it so “untenable” that it “requires a 
Keeper of the Mysteries, a high priest”, 
to maintain any coherence ( Solidarity 
October 31). Comrade Matgamna writes 
darkly of a secret group operating be¬ 
hind the facade of democracy and ac¬ 
countability. Pure fiction. 

Not surprisingly, in the inside-out 
world of the AWL duumvirate, the 
CPGB with its emphasis on politics and 
its criticism of economism is actually 
guilty of cod Leninism. We merely mimic 
Bolshevism, whereas the AWL (under 
the aegis of that sage and mentor, com¬ 
rade Matgamna) alone has noticed and 
come to grips with the actual conditions 
in Britain - which, of course, requires 
playing down or ignoring issues such 
as the monarchy, Scotland and the con¬ 
stitution in favour of the “real move¬ 
ment” of the working class (ie, trade 
union politics). 

Sad to say, the anti-CPGB literature of 
Owen MacThomas and the AWL du¬ 
umvirate consists of a highly preten¬ 
tious and arrogant combination of 
unintended gaffes and cynical inven¬ 
tion. In his ‘Critical notes’ comrade 
Matgamna candidly admits that he is 
not a regular reader of the Weekly 
Worker. Manifestly and demonstrably 
he has not bothered to go into the 
AWL’s archives in order to research his 
intended subject. Instead he relies on 
half-digested snippets and a fetid imagi¬ 
nation. 

As a result he frequently wanders off 
far and wide from what anyone in the 
CPGB says or believes. Eg, our sup¬ 
posed commitment to the completion of 
the bourgeois revolution and a two- 
stage programme for socialism, our un¬ 
willingness to countenance transitional 
demands, a belief that revolutionary 
continuity was to be found, till about 
1990, through the ‘officiaT CPGB, an ob¬ 
session with names and symbols, etc. 
Embarrassing, yes - for the AWL duum¬ 
virate. 

No one is stung by the sloppy mess. 
Nor does anyone seek revenge. Frankly 
I feel sorry for the author. Maybe he is 
losing his touch. Certainly ‘Critical 
notes’ displays a laziness, vindictive¬ 
ness and pointlessness that one does 
not normally expect to find in the writ¬ 
ings of comrade Matgamna - or for that 
matter comrade Thomas. 

Employing its Inquisitional approach, 
the AWL demands that I recant my 
Stalinite record in the 1980s on the ba¬ 
sis of deracinated quotes and un¬ 
founded inferences taken from the book 
From October to August - reprints of 
speeches and articles on bureaucratic 
socialism made by Jack Conrad over 
1983-1991. 

No one denies my past. Not least my¬ 
self. It is public knowledge. In the late 
1960s at the age of 14 or 15 I joined the 
Young Communist League and then the 
CPGB itself when I was 18. Like many 
others I was inspired by the Chinese 
cultural revolution, the Paris events of 
1968 and the NLF in Vietnam. 

Throughout the 1970s, yes, I was 
what one might call a “left Stalinist”. Op¬ 
position to the programme of ‘official 


communism’, the British road to social¬ 
ism , support for the USSR and an ec¬ 
lectic admiration of the likes of Ernesto 
‘Che’ Guevara, Angela Davis, Ho Chi 
Minh and, of course, the movement’s 
giants - Marx, Engels and Lenin. After a 
brief membership of the sclerotic New 
Communist Party, I was expelled, in 
1979, along with a small band of three 
other comrades, I joined the Communist 
Party of Turkey. We parted company 
with the CPT a year later in order to work 
on publishing The Leninist , the first edi¬ 
tion of which came out in November 
1981 as the voice of an open faction in 
the CPGB. 

Contrary to what comrade Thomas 
disingenuously suggests, neither our 
existence as an open faction nor our 
politics were quietly tolerated within the 
old CPGB - neither by the Marxism To¬ 
day faction, nor the pro-Moscow 
Straight Leftists, or the Morning Star. 
Together these opportunists banned 
The Leninist , tried to silence us and 
drive our comrades out. Why? Our poli¬ 
tics were revolutionary. Eg, yes to work¬ 
ers ’ soviets and no to popular fronts, 
parliamentary socialism and illusions in 
the trade union bureaucracy. 

Strange though it may seem, the AWL 
duumvirate do not target my real Stalin¬ 
ite past. True, that would be delving 
into antediluvian history and akin to 
child abuse. Instead Owen MacThomas 
invents The Leninist's Stalinism in or¬ 
der to string his lies. 

Owen MacThomas indignantly com¬ 
plains that we still circulate a book “glo¬ 
rifying Stalin and supporting the 
suppression of the Hungarian revolu¬ 
tion in 1956 and the invasion of Czecho¬ 
slovakia in 1968” (, Solidarity October 
31). In his ‘Critical notes’ comrade Mat¬ 
gamna says that our faction welcomed 
the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan 
in 1979. Elsewhere comrade Thomas in¬ 
sists that we were to be counted 
amongst those who enthusiastically 
greeted Wojciech Jaruzelski’s party - 
army regime of 1981, as well as being 
semi-supporters of the State Emergency 
Committee anti-Gorbachev coup in 
1991. 

What is the truth? Our position dur¬ 
ing the 1983-1991 period covered by the 
book From October to August - which, 
yes, we still circulate - was to critically 
identify with the “left groupings of the 
1920s” - which broadly corresponded 
“to the long-term interests of the prole¬ 
tariat” - and to oppose both the forces 
of capitalist restoration and bureau¬ 
cratic socialism (J Conrad From Octo¬ 
ber to August London 1992, p35). In 
other words, whatever their shortcom¬ 
ings, we looked back to the Left Oppo¬ 
sition and then the more weighty United 
Opposition of Trotsky, Zinoviev, 
Kamenev, etc. 

How did we assess Stalin? Did we “glo¬ 
rify” him? Comrade Owen MacThomas 
can cut and trim as much he likes but the 
tmth will out. Take an important speech 
of mine in 1983. What to we find? 

Stalin and his ‘second revolution’ 
“strengthened socialism economically 
but weakened it politically”. The first 
five-year plan was the programme of the 
left but was carried out using “barbaric” 
methods. Stalin “turned to terror as a 
standard political and economic 
weapon”. There was an “increased dif¬ 


ferentiation” between the mass and the 
top labour bureaucracy who “came to 
enjoy and expect luxury” ( ibid p41). 

What of Stalin’s society created by the 
five-year plans? Soviet society was char¬ 
acterised not by “overproduction”, as 
under capitalism, but “bureaucratic irra¬ 
tionality, generalised inefficiency and the 
underproduction of use-values in virtu¬ 
ally all spheres” ( ibid p44). Workers exer¬ 
cised “negative control over production”, 
but that went hand in hand with the abo¬ 
lition of rights, including collective bar¬ 
gaining and a system of “ police meas¬ 
ures”. Bureaucratic socialism substituted 
“qualitative free labour for quantitative 
unfree labour” ( ibid p45). 

Who was the ruling class, as I saw it in 
1983? The “working class can only be 
considered to remain the ruling class 
because of where Soviet society had 
evolved from and because the impulses 
in the bureaucracy for a return to capital¬ 
ism were weak” (ibid p46). Socialism was 
therefore formal. 

What of the bureaucracy? Did it mle? 
Yes and no. “Having turned the bureau¬ 
cratic dictatorship on the proletariat, the 
bureaucratic dictatorship turned on the 
bureaucracy. Stalin sought to eliminate 
all possible opposition to the bureauc¬ 
racy; as this had become the mle of one 
man, ehminating all possible opposition 
to the bureaucracy became the elimina¬ 
tion of all possible opposition to himself 
within the bureaucracy” (ibid p49). 

Did the Stalin system die with Stalin. 
No, those who “denounced the ‘cult of 
the individual’ and its ‘negative conse¬ 
quences’” are the “direct descendants 
of Stalin” (ibid p52). Alone the working 
class “fights to democratise the socialist 
state in order to leave it behind and ne¬ 
gate democracy itself... that is why the 
proletariat needs its own party” (ibid p65). 

If that is to “glorify” Stalin and an ex¬ 
ample of the Stalinite approach to the his¬ 
tory of the USSR then it is clear that Owen 
MacThomas believes he has the power 
to order the world whereby words mean 
only what he says they mean, and what 
passes for normal, socially established, 
language can simply be ignored. But that 
is Owen MacThomas through the look¬ 
ing glass! Not the reality inhabited by the 
rest of us. 

The objective reader will find no diffi¬ 
culty in recognising that my basic ap¬ 
proach during this 1983-1991 period was 
broadly in line with what Martin Thomas 
has called “commonplace” Trotskyism. 
That is, defence of what I then thought 
were the “historic gains” of the working 
class - but through advocating socialist 
democracy and a political revolution 
against the bureaucracy. Yes, as every¬ 
one knows, since 1991 my ideas have 
undergone radical development. I now 
define the bureaucratic socialism of Sta¬ 
lin’s USSR as anti-socialism and a coun¬ 
terrevolution against the working class 
within the revolution. But to describe me 
in the 1980s as a Stalinite is akin to call¬ 
ing red white or white red. 

We took as our general starting point 
Leninism and the idea of the Soviet Un¬ 
ion as a socialist - workers’ - state which 
had undergone extreme bureaucratic 
degeneration. Our position was therefore 
essentially no different from Leon Trot¬ 
sky when he was alive. He fulsomely 
praised the first five-year plan and con¬ 
sidered defence of the USSR a matter of 


the highest principle. 

Let us now touch upon Hungary 1956 
and Czechoslovakia 1968. “For many left¬ 
ists in Britain there was only one possi¬ 
bility in the socialist countries - a 
Trotsky-type political revolution. We al¬ 
ways thought that things were more 
complex. As shown in the past there was 
also a danger of counterrevolution” (ibid 
p66). Hence, when looking at the events 
of 1956, we had no problem in admitting 
that the slander about “lynching and 
book burning” repeated by the Morning 
Star did not accord to the truth. 

What happened in Hungary? “A large 
section of the Hungarian people revolted 
against the Communist Party leadership 
and were only quelled after bitter fight¬ 
ing with Soviet armed forces.” The 
Rakosi leadership “imposed many of the 
Soviet Union’s worst bureaucratic defor¬ 
mations”, lack of democracy, terror, 
cliche-ridden Marxism, etc. At the time - 
writing in 1986 - my opinion was that such 
countries faced the danger of capitalist 
restoration unless a communist cadre can 
mobilise the “working class, organised 
in workers’ councils, in battle to consoli¬ 
date socialism under the banner of Marx¬ 
ism-Leninism and socialist democracy”. 
Soviet intervention was assessed as a 
“heavy-handed and bloody solution” 
which “cost the name of communism in 
Hungary and the world as a whole dear”. 
Nevertheless “it was clearly a failure not 
of genuine Marxism-Leninism but of cen¬ 
trist ‘official communism’” (ibid p69). 

Our attitude towards Czechoslovakia 
in 1968 and Poland in 1981 and 1989 is 
more or less the same. The Soviet Union 
“acted with great-nation arrogance” and 
invaded Czechoslovakia “against the will 
of its people and government” (ibid p70). 
The reasons given by the Soviet Union 
were “pure invention”. YetDubcek’s ‘so¬ 
cialism with a human face’ pointed in the 
direction of market socialism and 
strengthened the forces of “capitalist 
restoration”. The Soviet Union tempo¬ 
rarily blocked that road but what is 
needed is the organisation of the work¬ 
ing class “at the highest level”. In 1989 
we warned of what we called “peaceful 
democratic counterrevolution” - peace¬ 
ful because the “restoration of capitalism 
will not mean the smashing of the state”. 
“Democratic because ... the masses will 
not lift a finger to defend the old order” 
(ibid pp99). 

Remember, we are repeating these ar¬ 
guments here not because anyone in the 
CPGB still thinks they are correct. But 
because we wish to show that the charge 
that we were some kind of Stalinites is 
inaccurate to the point of constituting a 
big he. 

Again that can be illustrated by reiter¬ 
ating what we said about Afghanistan 
(a subject we shall return to again at a later 
date). What did we have to say? The 
Soviet Union “went into Afghanistan 
because, as a great power, it could not 
tolerate a hostile regime on its borders”. 
It had nothing whatsoever to do with 
proletarian internationalism. We “unre¬ 
servedly” condemned the 1979 Soviet 
intervention. Soviet forces massacred the 
leftwing Khalq leadership of the Peoples 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan. Nev¬ 
ertheless in the 1980s we were opposed 
to “any Soviet deal with imperialism 
which will involve its withdrawal”. Such 
“appeasement” could “only lead to the 


collapse of the government in Kabul, the 
reverse of the gains of the April 1978 revo¬ 
lution (not least the ending of the en¬ 
slavement of women) and the wholesale 
massacre of the PDPA membership” 
(ibid pi23). Like the capitalist restoration 
in eastern Europe that is indeed what hap¬ 
pened. Our warnings proved to be well 
founded and accurate. 

Lastly let us deal with the August 1991 
anti-Gorbachev coup and the Yeltsin 
countercoup. Were we “semi-support¬ 
ers” of the State Emergency Committee? 
No, this is untrue. The State Emergency 
Committee, we said, had “put off the 
counterrevolution, but contradictorily it 
has also made it easier when it came.” 

How did we assess the State Emer¬ 
gency Committee? It has “no pro¬ 
gramme apart from ‘law and order’”. 
What is needed is a “programme of po¬ 
litical revolution”, a return to the world 
revolutionary line of Lenin, Sverdlov and 
Dzerzhinsky. Ousting Gorbachev is not 
enough to stop the slide towards the 
“counterrevolutionary abyss”. Indeed 
in discarding all democratic pretensions 
and legitimacy, in bringing the army and 
the KGB to the fore, the State Emergency 
Committee has “enhanced the standing 
of the main counterrevolutionary person¬ 
ality, Boris Yeltsin” (ibid p252). 

That is why we stated that communists 
must operate independently from the 
State Emergency Committee: “They must 
stmggle to remove it and the thick layer 
of bureaucrats and revisionists who now 
dominate their party, the CPSU” (ibid 
p253). 

So on this subject we were distin¬ 
guished from Trotskyism in that, where 
they generally welcomed what I would 
now call the 1991 counterrevolution 
within the counterrevolution, we did not. 
Like them we argued for a political revo¬ 
lution and socialist democracy. 

But we highlighted the danger of capi¬ 
talist restoration which Workers Power, 
Militant, the Workers Revolutionary 
Party, Spartacists, Fourth International et 
al dogmatically ruled out as impossible 
without a violent civil war. Amazingly 
some International Socialist Group and 
Workers Power comrades still consider 
Putin’s Russia as some kind of workers’ 
state. 

Undaunted, comrade Owen Mac¬ 
Thomas still equates our 1983-1991 ap¬ 
proach with ‘Stalinism’. Presumably he 
and the AWL have their own special, 
sectish, definition of Trotskyism and Sta¬ 
linism. Trotskyism equals all things the 
AWL thinks are good. Stalinism equals 
all things bad. By self-designation the 
AWL is Trotskyite. But because they 
thoroughly despise them, their Trotsky¬ 
ite opponents are demonised as Stalin¬ 
ites. As I have said before that makes 
rational dialogue rather difficult. 

Owen MacThomas knows I have 
never described myself as a Trotskyite - 
and since 1991 my views have consider¬ 
ably changed. By the same measure I find 
it difficult to classify the AWL under the 
heading of Trotskyism. The ruling ideol¬ 
ogy in the AWL is Shachtmanism, a po¬ 
litical trend hounded out of the Fourth 
International and branded a “petty bour¬ 
geois deviation” by Trotsky himself. 
That presumably makes Trotsky a Stalin¬ 
ite, according to the warped logic of Owen 
MacThomas • 

Jack Conrad 


Socialist 

Alliance 

activities 


Where now for SA? One-day confer¬ 
ence for independent members of Socialist 
Alliance. Saturday November 30, 12 noon- 
5pm, Birmingham Council House, Victoria 
Square. 

Registration on door: £6 waged; £3 
unwaged. 

Reports from SA branches; questions 
to national executive; organising ‘indies’; 
motions for national council and confer¬ 
ence; SA: electoral alliance or new 
socialist party? 


National council Saturday December 
14,12 noon - 5pm, South Camden 
Community School, Charrington Street, 


London N1 (nearest station: Euston). 

One voting delegate per affiliated 
Socialist Alliance. Delegate fee: £5, plus 
pooled fare. Members must notify SA 
office if they wish to attend as observers. 

Women’s day school Day of discus¬ 
sion and campaigning ideas for women 
only, organised by Socialist Alliance - 
Saturday January 25, llam-5pm, Cross 
Street Chapel, Cross Street, Manchester. 
Creche and accommodation for Friday/ 
Saturday nights with SA members in 
Manchester available. 

Details from Margaret Manning: 
margaret@homemanning.freeserve.co.uk 


Annual conference Saturday March 15 
2003, South Camden Community School, 
Charrington Street, London Nl. Policy 
resolutions and constitutional amend¬ 
ments may be submitted by individual S A 
members, local SAs or national executive. 
Deadline: Friday January 24. Nominations 
to national executive and appeals 
committee - send with biographical details 
(100 words max) to conference arrange¬ 
ments committee by January 24. Election 
of NEC by slate using alternative vote 
system. Nomination of slates will close at 
conference, Saturday March 15, 2pm. 



Socialist Alliance, Wickham House, 
10 Cleveland Way, London El 4TR 

Telephone: 020 7791 3138 
Email: office@socialistalliance.net 
Web: www.socialistalliance.net 




8 


November28 2002 Weekly Worker ASS 


MONARCHY 


Less republican than others 

Are the CPGB and Revolutionary Democratic Group seeking to ‘complete the bourgeois democratic revolution’? 
Revolutionary republicans have nothing in common with Naim-Anderson, argues Dave Craig of the RDG 


I n a recent issue of the Weekly 
Worker I referred to a polemic by 
Sean Matgamna of the Alliance for 
Workers’ Liberty entitled ‘Critical 
notes on the CPGB/WW’ (November 
14). In this he devoted a section to the 
monarchy headed “All monarchs are 
monarchs, but some are less monarchi¬ 
cal than others!” It was a criticism of the 
CPGB’s republicanism, but could equally 
be directed towards the RDG. 

In fact CPGB supporter Tom Delargy 
thinks that Sean is really attacking RDG 
arguments, which he has mistakenly at¬ 
tributed to the CPGB. Recently Tom has 
argued that the AWL and RDG are the 
real opponents and that the CPGB posi¬ 
tion is much closer to the AWL. He con¬ 
cludes that the differences between the 
AWL and CPGB on republicanism is 
“bridgeable”, whereas the RDG position 
is “irreconcilable” with the AWL’s. 

More debate will show whether Tom 
is right. But what is certain is that militant 
revolutionary republicanism is irreconcil¬ 
able with the liberal republicanism of the 
Socialist Workers Party and those fol¬ 
lowing in their wake. So if Tom calls us 
the ‘irreconcilables’, RDG comrades 
thank him for the compliment. Whether 
CPGB comrades will be happy with Tom’s 
view that they are compromisers with lib¬ 
eral republicanism is another matter. 

Certainly the AWL have a better record 
on republicanism than the SWP. The 
mere fact that they have adopted the fed¬ 
eral republic line shows that they are 
thinking about it more seriously. But they 
have not yet broken decisively with lib¬ 
eral republicanism, which is the political 
side of economism. The AWL must go 
one step further and make the theoreti¬ 
cal break, which brings their demand for 
a federal republic onto the firm founda¬ 
tions of a theory of permanent revolution. 

At first sight the argument between the 
AWL and RDG seems to be merely a dif¬ 
ference of attitude or emphasis. We both 
want to get rid of the monarchy. But the 
RDG (and CPGB) ‘overemphasises’ the 
issue and the AWL ‘underemphasises’ 
it. Too much republicanism versus too 
little. Of course nobody can be satisfied 
with such a superficial view of these dif¬ 
ferences. 

We have identified these differing at¬ 
titudes as coming from the political as¬ 
sumptions of liberal republicanism and 
revolutionary, working class republican¬ 
ism. The former has its roots in bourgeois 
reformist theory and the latter in the revo¬ 
lutionary experience of the working 
class. Our task here is to show this con¬ 
cretely with reference to definite theories 
and programmes. 

We can start by quoting Sean himself. 
He says: “We too, of course, want to get 
rid of the monarchy. (But so does Rupert 
Murdoch ...) In a revolutionary situation, 
the reserve powers of the monarchy 
would, indeed, be a weapon for the reac¬ 
tionaries, etc. Even so, the British mon¬ 
archy could be sloughed off tomorrow 
with little else of importance changing in 
British society. And the chance that com¬ 
munists could put themselves at the head 
of a vast anti-monarchist movement so 
roused up on ‘the democratic questions’ 
that a profound social reorganisation 
might thereby become possible, is nil. 
Absolutely nil!” (all Matgamna quotes 
from ‘Critical notes on the CPGB/WW’, 
www.workersliberty.org.uk/files/ 
tour_de_cpgb). 

So, although the monarchy might be¬ 
come important during a revolution, it is 
not important now. This is despite the 
fact that over a million people turned out 


on the streets in celebration of the mon¬ 
archy. All sections of the ruling class, the 
armed forces and the state were there, 
reminding us that the monarchy symbol¬ 
ises hereditary wealth, class privilege 
and the unity of all anti-working class 
forces. 

The jubilee shows many people feel 
passionate about keeping the monarchy, 
but nobody it seems, including Sean, 
feels passionate about getting rid of it. 
Perhaps this is not surprising when Marx¬ 
ists tell us that getting rid of the monar¬ 
chy will not change anything. Would the 
abolition of the monarchy take place on 
its own, without anything else being dis¬ 
turbed, without class struggle, and with¬ 
out a major crisis? Only liberals would 
fantasise about getting rid of the monar¬ 
chy one dark night when society was 
fast asleep! 

Class 

Worse still is the claim that trying to 
mobilise the working class is a waste of 
time. This is liberalism pure and simple. 
Which other class should we rely upon 
if not the working class? Where does this 
lead except to believing that we should 
tolerate the monarchy because we are 
too weak and divided to do anything 
about it? Only liberalism would turn 
weakness into a virtue, claiming that our 
monarchy is “less monarchical”, so we 
can be less republican. 

Sean then explains what he thinks is 
the theory behind the CPGB (and RDG) 
view. He says: “I suspect that your 
strange vision of Britain here can only 
be understood in terms of the old Stalin¬ 
ist dogmas about a two-stage revolution, 
even in advanced countries - see below 

- and some background, or subcon¬ 
scious, notion that because the monar¬ 
chy and other pseudo-feudal relics have 
survived - through three and a half cen¬ 
turies of bourgeois mle! - the ‘bourgeois 
democratic revolution’ has yet to be com¬ 
pleted in Britain. This strange notion is 
less of an eccentric rarity than it should 
be. It was in circulation outside Stalinist 
ranks, amongst the New Left Review 
people, in the mid-60s. EP Thompson 
debated it with them, and they later 
shamefacedly admitted that Thompson 
had been right.” 

This quote goes straight to the heart 
of the matter. The irreconcilable attitude 
of the RDG (and CPGB) seems to origi¬ 
nate with a peculiar theory of revolution 

- namely the theory of bourgeois demo¬ 
cratic revolution. I notice that Sean says 
that he “suspects” this. His suspicion, 
even if understandable, is completely 
wrong. The RDG does not have a theory 
of bourgeois democratic revolution. On 
the contrary our view is based on a com¬ 
plete rejection of this theory. 

If the CPGB were the only advocates 
of revolutionary republicanism, then the 
hypothesis that this was left over from 
Stalinism might seem to hold water. But 
the RDG comes from the state capitalist 
tradition and our agitation for a federal 
republic goes back to 1980. We got our 
republicanism from state capitalism, not 
from the CPGB. This should warn us 
against any idea that Stalinism explains 
revolutionary republicanism. On the con¬ 
trary I would argue that revolutionary 
republicanism is an important measure of 
the current CPGB’s successful break 
from the Stalinist tradition. 

The RDG has argued that there are 
three basic theories of revolution, which 
correspond to major ideological trends 
produced by the Russian Revolution - 
Stalinism, Trotskyism and state capital¬ 



ism. We will call these Stalinist ‘stageism’ 
(two separate revolutions), Trotskyist or 
‘degenerate workers’ state permanent 
revolution’ and ‘state capitalist perma¬ 
nent revolution’. 

Stalinist theory, originating in the Sec¬ 
ond International, identifies two distinct 
types of revolution - bourgeois demo¬ 
cratic (or republican) revolution, and 
national socialist revolution. The former 
applies to ‘backward’ or underdeveloped 
countries, and the latter to advanced 
capitalist countries. These two distinct 
types of revolution are not connected. 
On the contrary they are separated by 
the whole epoch between the beginning 
and the end of capitalism. 

Britain may seem to provide the clas¬ 
sic proof of this theory. In the 17th cen¬ 
tury we had what might be called a 
‘bourgeois democratic revolution’. Now 
after 300 years we are an advanced capi¬ 
talist country waiting for the ‘socialist 
revolution’. The ‘official’ CPGB’s pro¬ 
gramme, the British road to socialism , 
stood for this ‘socialist revolution’, albeit 
carried out by reformist parliamentary 
means. 

Trotskyist permanent revolution fuses 
the two kinds of revolution in ‘underde¬ 
veloped’ countries. A bourgeois demo¬ 
cratic revolution in a backward country 
can grow into a national socialist revolu¬ 
tion, under the leadership of the work¬ 
ing class. This may become an 
international socialist revolution. If it 
does not spread, the workers’ revolution 
will slip back to a degenerate workers’ 
state. This is the Trotskyist interpretation 
of the Russian Revolution. 

What needs to be stressed is that both 
the Stalinist and Trotskyist theories rest 
on a distinction between ‘advanced’ and 
‘backward’ countries. Both make the dis¬ 
tinction between bourgeois democratic 
and national socialist revolution. In 
‘backward’ countries, Trotsky’s theory 
produces a very different perspective. 
But in a so-called advanced country, like 
Britain, the perspective is exactly the same 
- socialist revolution, not bourgeois 
democratic revolution. 

In Britain therefore it does not matter 
whether Sean uses the Stalinist or Trot¬ 
skyist theory of revolution. The conclu¬ 
sion is the same. Britain has had its 
bourgeois democratic republican revo¬ 
lution. We are now preparing for a ‘so¬ 
cialist’ revolution. Within this framework, 
republicanism is largely irrelevant. It was 
a revolutionary issue 300 years ago, dur¬ 
ing the epoch of bourgeois democratic 
revolution. But no longer. Now it can be 
abolished by reform, just as likely to be 
carried out by Rupert Murdoch and his 
friends. 

This theory makes republicanism a 
question of reform, not revolution. If we 
are going to confine ourselves to reform, 
why concentrate on the monarchy? 


Surely spontaneous strike action by 
workers will achieve more in terms of 
wages or improved working conditions? 
Trade unionism seems to provide a more 
practical means of reform. This is exactly 
the kind of economistic politics exhibited 
by the SWP. 

Stalinist 

When Sean says, “I suspect that your 
strange vision of Britain here can only 
be understood in terms of the old Stalin¬ 
ist dogmas about a two-stage revolution, 
even in advanced countries”, he is in fact 
talking about his own theoretical as¬ 
sumptions. The theories of Stalin and 
Trotsky predict a socialist revolution, not 
a democratic one. Advanced capitalism 
and democratic revolution cannot go 
together. Therefore our emphasis on re¬ 
publicanism seems odd. Perhaps we have 
not understood that Britain has already 
had a bourgeois democratic revolution, 
and is an advanced capitalist country 
with the bourgeoisie in power? 

This brings us to Nairn-Anders on. 
They worked within the same Stalinist 
theoretical framework of bourgeois demo¬ 
cratic revolution. But taking account of 
the uneven development of capitalism 
and imperialism in the UK, they con¬ 
cluded that we must complete the bour¬ 
geois democratic revolution, which was 
only half or two-thirds finished. Sean 
thinks that perhaps this explains our mad 
republicanism. 

Again this is wide of the mark. Because 
we do not have a theory of bourgeois 
democratic revolution, ‘completing’ it has 
no meaning. Republicanism is not about 
‘completing’ what Cromwell began in the 
17th century. It is about the working class 
beginning to take democratic control of 
the system of government in the 21st 
century. 

The theory of bourgeois democratic 
revolution is a reactionary theory. It is a 
bourgeois theory, which serves the in¬ 
terests of the bourgeoisie. It tells us that 
the democratic revolution must be led by 
the bourgeoisie. Furthermore it cannot 
go beyond parliamentary democracy, the 
mle of the bourgeoisie. Who could pos¬ 
sibly benefit from such a theory but capi¬ 
tal itself? 

The RDG comes from the state capi¬ 
talist tendency. We base our programme 
on the state capitalist theory of perma¬ 
nent revolution (SCPR). This completely 
rejects the idea of bourgeois democratic 
revolution and national socialist revolu¬ 
tion. Instead we have adopted two ‘new’ 
categories - national democratic revolu¬ 
tion (not bourgeois democratic) and in¬ 
ternational socialist revolution (not 
national socialist revolution or socialist 
revolution in one country). 

This is permanent revolution because 
it posits that the democratic revolution 
leads directly to the international social¬ 
ist revolution, providing that, in the 
course of the democratic revolution, the 
working class comes to power and es¬ 
tablishes the dictatorship of the prole¬ 
tariat. The permanent revolution is the 
‘ongoing revolution’. It begins from to¬ 
day’s conditions and continues without 
ending until world communism. The per¬ 
manent revolution begins with demo¬ 
cratic revolution passing through the 
dictatorship of the proletariat and grow¬ 
ing over into the international socialist 
revolution. 

In the theory of SCPR, the democratic 
revolution is not bourgeois. It is neither 
led by the bourgeoisie nor confined to 
creating bourgeois democratic institu¬ 
tions. Whereas Stalinist Marxism bases 


its democratic revolution on the French 
revolution, we base ours on the Russian 
Revolution. The Russian Revolution is 
the best example of democratic revolu¬ 
tion led by the working class, creating a 
working class democracy. 

Of course no democratic revolution 
could abolish capitalism. Only an inter¬ 
national socialist revolution can do that. 
The Russian Revolution was no excep¬ 
tion. It did not and could not abolish 
capitalism. It merely oversaw its transfor¬ 
mation into state capitalism. State capi¬ 
talism and democratic permanent 
revolution are thus tied together. 

Sean then raises the question of the 
constitutional monarchy system. He 
says that “the British political system 
does not, whatever the constitutional 
conventions say, really revolve around 
the monarchy. It was different in Russia, 
where the tsar was an absolute monarch, 
and then a ‘slightly constitutional’ mler. 
Lenin and the Bolsheviks related to that 
monarchy as what it actually was. If we 
follow Lenin’s method instead of literally 
transcribing what Lenin truly said about 
the Russian monarchy, we will relate to 
Britain’s monarchy as what it is, not as 
what tsarism was. We will, as Lenin did, 
analyse our own real political world and 
develop politics appropriate to it.” 

It is true that the constitutional mon¬ 
archy does not revolve round the queen. 
The fact that the monarchy is useless, 
dangerous and expensive, both finan¬ 
cially and ideologically, does not mean 
we should keep it. If your house is full of 
junk, chuck it out quickly before you fall 
over and break your neck! But this is not 
the only point the monarchy caused 
Sean to miss. 

In the constitutional monarchist sys¬ 
tem, power is highly concentrated in the 
hands of the prime minister, his civil serv¬ 
ants and advisors. President Blair is an 
‘elected dictator’. There are no real demo¬ 
cratic checks on his freedom of action. 
This is not to say that the queen has no 
power or influence behind the scenes. 
But the point is that Blair exercises the 
powers of the crown, whether to wage 
war on Iraq or cmsh the Fire Brigades Un¬ 
ion. Republicanism is directed against the 
system that gave the power and freedom 
to Thatcher to launch the Falklands war, 
smash the miners and impose the poll 
tax. Now Blair has that same freedom in 
relation to the firefighters, privatisation 
and Iraq. 

Sean claims that the CPGB (and pre¬ 
sumably the RDG) “try to relate to the 
British monarchy, and through it to Brit¬ 
ish society, in a way that would only make 
sense if that monarchy is something like 
the monarchy Lenin confronted, which 
it certainly is not, and if British capitalist 
society is something like the society 
Lenin confronted, and truly described as 
‘semi-Asiatic’, which it certainly is not”. 

That is nonsense. We do not to relate 
to the British monarchy as if it was the 
tsar. Our analysis of British social mon¬ 
archy is quite specific. If anything, it is 
Sean that is short on concrete analysis. 
Democratic revolution in the UK in the 
21 st century will not be the same as demo¬ 
cratic revolution in Russia in 1917. The 
differences are too numerous to elabo¬ 
rate. Of course an absolute monarchy is 
not the same as a constitutional monar¬ 
chy and of course we are an industrial, 
not a peasant, society. At the same time 
the Russian democratic revolution and 
the revolutionary republicanism of the 
Bolsheviks has much to teach the work¬ 
ing class not only in the UK, but any¬ 
where in the world • 




Weekly Worker 458 November28 2002 


9 


CPGB AGGREGATE 

Perspectives for advance 


Communist Party members met to discuss the firefighters’ strike, 
Europe, The Socialist Alliance and Party organisation. Mary 
Godwin reports on the deliberations 


N ovember’s aggregate of CPGB 
members began with a discus¬ 
sion introduced by Peter Man- 
son, editor of the Weekly 
Worker , of the current firefighters’ indus¬ 
trial action. The start of the aggregate was 
delayed by an hour to give comrades 
more time to visit firefighters’ picket lines 
in the area. Contributors to the discus¬ 
sion described how both in London and 
at pickets in the regions where they five, 
firefighters are angry with the duplicity 
of the Labour government and are ques¬ 
tioning why money from the Fire Bri¬ 
gades Union political fund is given to 
Blair’s party. As comrade Manson said, 
the dispute underlines the need for the 
Socialist Alliance to raise the question of 
democratisation of union political funds. 
This is a vital issue in the present situa¬ 
tion. 

It is a strategic dispute. Blair and 
Gordon Brown are determined not to 
concede the firefighters’ claim, and to 
avoid allowing an example to be set 
which could end the years of low wage 
rises and working class passivity. But it 
is impossible yet to tell whether this will 
be Blair’s equivalent of the miners’ Great 
Strike, as some predict. There is a real 
danger of climbdown and concession 
by the FBU leadership, particularly on 
the question of so-called ‘modernisa¬ 
tion’ - a euphemism for job losses and 
attacks on working conditions. At 
present the firefighters’ working prac¬ 
tices include a degree of self-organisa- 
tion and control from below, and in our 
view this must be defended. We are in 
favour of the kind of ‘flexibility’ that ex¬ 
tends the control of workers over their 
lives. 

Public support for the firefighters re¬ 
mains high. They are correct, comrade 
Manson said, to leave picket lines to at¬ 
tend fires when lives are at risk. We ar¬ 
gue for the rank and file to continue to 
decide when to offer emergency cover, 
but the union should insist that its mem¬ 
bers are given access to control rooms 
and are able to decide for themselves 
whether a particular incident merits the 
intervention of strikers. 

Statements by military chiefs such as 
admiral Sir Michael Boyce that they do 
not want troops to be diverted from 
preparations for an invasion of Iraq dem¬ 
onstrate that there are divisions within 
the establishment and the ruling class. 
But comrade Manson warned these di¬ 
visions could be very easily overcome. 
If the war on Iraq starts or if some terror¬ 
ist outrage occurs while the firefighters 
are in dispute, the pressure on them will 
increase enormously. The left must argue 
for the strike to be politicised and linked 
to a class-based anti-war campaign. 

Comrades reported on support groups 
for the firefighters which are being estab¬ 
lished across the country, often set up 
by the Socialist Workers Party, which is 
attempting to dominate and keep others 
out. There were calls for the addresses 
of these groups to be collated and pub¬ 
lished in the Weekly Worker. John Pear¬ 
son urged CPGB members and 
sympathisers to get involved in these 
groups, and to argue against the sellouts 
being proposed by some left Labourites 
and trade union leaders. 

Next on the agenda was a discussion 
of the party’s perspectives for the com¬ 
ing year, introduced by John Bridge. He 
said the Leninist dictum that there are no 
organisational blueprints is particularly 
applicable to the current situation: it is im¬ 
possible to forecast how the future will 
develop in the short term - therefore we 
need a flexible approach. The crisis-rid¬ 
den Tory Party cannot operate as a seri¬ 
ous parliamentary opposition at the 
moment and as a direct consequences it 
is hardly surprising that the biggest dem¬ 
onstration against Blair’s government in 


its second term has come from the right, 
in the form of the Countryside Alliance 
protest on September 22. The vast ma¬ 
jority of those who took to the streets 
described themselves as Tory members 
or voters. In other words the Tory Party 
has opted for extra-parliamentary meth¬ 
ods of struggle. 

A US-led war against Iraq seems in¬ 
evitable, but we cannot predict whether 
there will be heavy casualties and a po¬ 
litical crisis for Bush and Blair, or whether 
western troops will be welcomed as lib¬ 
erators, as they were in Afghanistan. The 
S WP seems to be thinking along the lines 
of a Vietnam-type scenario, with a build¬ 
up of opposition from the already high 
base of the 300,000 people who attended 
the September 28 demonstration. Com¬ 
rade Bridge warned that the war against 
terrorism, a war without end, may de¬ 
velop according to another pattern. The 
present anti-war movement is very broad 
and politically very weak. Before 1914 the 
Labour Party and trade union leaders 
threatened a general strike if war broke 
out. In the event they acted as recruiting 
sergeants for the armed forces. 

If the attack on Iraq succeeds quickly, 
it will encourage the US to move on to 
the next ‘terrorist’ target - defined as any¬ 
thing the US government does not like. 
It is the assertion of US dominance in the 
new, post-cold war world, but it means 
the anti-war movement will be no pass¬ 
ing phenomenon and we should attempt 
to build it and steer it in a revolutionary 
direction. 

Comrade Bridge referred to the current 
debate about our attitude to cooperation 
with the Muslim Association of Britain, 
which co-sponsored the September 28 
demo along with the Stop the War Coa¬ 
lition. We want the broadest possible 
mobilisation of forces, but that must go 
hand in hand with a political struggle and 
raising a clear working class and social¬ 
ist perspective. Again comrade Bridge re¬ 
ferred to the lesson of history: in the 
Vietnam era the ‘official communists’ had 
the anodyne slogan of ‘Peace in Vietnam’ 
- their attempt to involve as many peo¬ 
ple as possible without raising clear work¬ 
ing class politics and principles. 

Breaking 

The firefighters’ strike and the debates 
within the FBU about the political fund 
demonstrate the possibility that sections 
of the class may break from New Labour 
in an organised way. The scope for the 
Socialist Alliance to lead such forces in 
a healthy direction is obvious, but at 
present, regrettably, the SA is dominated 
by an SWP misleadership which has 
becalmed the whole project. By staying 
still it is effectively moving backwards. 
But the worst thing we could do is lose 
patience with the SA, comrade Bridge 
insisted. We were the first in and should 
be the last out. It has the potential to pro¬ 
vide what is necessary for the class in 
the present circumstances. The SWP 
acts as a barrier to progress, but the way 
to overcome that barrier is not by nega¬ 
tively ‘smashing the SWP’, as some 
dream of doing, but by positively resolv¬ 
ing the problem with correct politics. 

An unofficial Socialist Alliance news¬ 


paper is needed, but prospects for it are 
not good, given the breakdown in rela¬ 
tions with the Alliance for Workers’ Lib¬ 
erty. Therefore the importance of the 
Weekly Worker cannot be overstated. 
Comrade Bridge said our biggest chal¬ 
lenge in the year ahead is to get more 
people writing better articles for the pa¬ 
per, which is our biggest success and our 
greatest weapon. We should also aim to 
publish more books. The comrade pro¬ 
posed the Soviet Union, the national 
question and peaceful revolution as 
three subjects on which we could use¬ 
fully disseminate our ideas in a more sys¬ 
tematic and crystallised form. 

On the subject of party organisation, 
comrade Bridge proposed an intensifica¬ 
tion of our political self-education and a 
revitalisation of the life of party cells. This 
call was endorsed during the discussion. 
Anne Me Shane observed that, as some 
CPGB members have become involved 
in wider political work, their party work 
has become less disciplined. Marcus 
Strom described a polarisation within the 
party between what are at present two 
tendencies: semi-hquidationist and semi¬ 
sectarian. However, the tension between 
these poles can be healthy and a source 
of creative energy if it is used to pull both 
back to the correct, principled position. 

Europe will become an increasingly im¬ 
portant factor in the fives of everyone in 
Britain. A united left party of Europe is 
needed, and it could revive the SA. Our 
overall strategic thrust is to build the 
Socialist Alliance or something like it in 
both Europe and Britain, comrade Bridge 
concluded. Other groups on the British 
left often take part in such projects only 
for the purpose of building their own sec- 
tish organisations. If the left cannot over¬ 
come this narrow attitude it will never be 
any use to the working class, but will 
continue to be part of the problem. 

A degree of pessimism among many 
comrades about the prospects for the 
Socialist Alliance was revealed in the 
debate following the opening by com¬ 
rade Bridge. Others argued that patience 
is not enough: we should be more force¬ 
ful in challenging the SWP. But it was 
widely agreed that if the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance did not exist we would have to 
strive to invent it, and also that without 
the SWP it would be little more than a 
fringe affair. 

Some comrades urged CPGB members 
to be the hardest workers inside the So¬ 
cialist Alliance, but others said that the 
quality of the Weekly Worker wifi decide 
whether we are taken seriously, not how 
many voters are canvassed. Replying, 
comrade Bridge argued that if the masses 
were on the streets fighting for radical 
change, working to unite the existing left 
groups would not be our top priority - 
the movement itself would provide the 
raw material for the formation the work¬ 
ing class needs. But in the current situa¬ 
tion we have no choice but to deal with 
the rest of the left. The vital question is 
the need for a Communist Party. The So¬ 
cialist Alliance has that logic: other or¬ 
ganisations and campaigns, such as the 
Stop the War Coalition, do not and can¬ 
not. 

In the afternoon session comrade Tina 


Becker gave a brief report-back from the 
European Social Fomm in Florence, at¬ 
tended by a group of CPGB comrades. 
Useful contracts were made and interest 
in the Weekly Worker was high, but the 
event itself was chaotic with no proper 
leadership. Workshops were the only 
meetings at which political parties were 
allowed to speak as themselves, rather 
than posing as organisations of a broad 
movement, like the SWP’s Globalise Re¬ 
sistance. 

Greens and anarchists attended the 
event, but it was overwhelmingly a com¬ 
ing together of the European left - the 
ESF has much more of a working class 
orientation than the World Social Fomm. 
The SWP made itself very unpopular by 
attempting to push Globalise Resistance 
to the front of the mass demonstration, 
but certainly would have made reemits 
for itself and its International Socialist 
Tendency. In Florence the SWP posed 
as ultra-revolutionary, in contrast to its 
stance in the SA, where its comrades 
wear staid old Labour hats. 

The Italian organisation, Rifondazione 
Comunista, is undoubtedly the driving 
force behind the ESF, and is now talking 
about forming a united left party of Eu¬ 
rope - a very welcome development. 
Many comrades emphasised that Rifon¬ 
dazione are the leading players in the 
European left at present, but this does 
not mean refraining from criticising them 
for continuing to bow before the spon¬ 
taneous movement. 

Comrade Me Shane criticised Rifon¬ 
dazione comrades for pretending, like 
the SWP, to be representatives of some¬ 
thing other than their party. It was right 
and proper that the organised left took 
the lead in building the movement, but 
groups like the PRC must not hide them¬ 
selves. Comrade Strom suggested that 
the behaviour of Rifondazione Comu¬ 
nista reflects the thinking of the ‘official’ 
Italian Communist Party of the 1970s, 
when it used the language of Gramsci 
to detrimentally dominate various real 
movements. He said farmers’ groups 
and other petty bourgeois organisa- 


The ‘upturn’ must have arrived at last. 
The papers are full of the firefighters’ 
strike - not to mention the action by 
teachers and local government work¬ 
ers in London. And, for good meas¬ 
ure, the Weekly Worker has exceeded 
our £450 monthly fund target, with 
two days still to go! 

There is no doubt that a victory for 
the firefighters would give the work¬ 
ing class movement, for so long in the 
doldrums, the boost it needs. And 
that would find reflection in growing 
interest in the publications of the revo¬ 
lutionary left. For some time we have 
been reporting more hits for our web¬ 
site and growing sales. Last week’s 
figure of 6,952 e-readers keeps our 
total readership at over 8,000. Hope¬ 
fully this will all be far exceeded as 
workers’ confidence grows. 

However, for the moment only a 


tions should be welcomed at the ESF so 
long as the left sets the agenda. 

Next year the second ESF will take 
place in Paris - organising meetings for 
this start in December. Comrade Becker 
said she expects an elected leadership to 
emerge from this organising process, 
and we should aim to ensure a Socialist 
Alliance member is on the 100-strong 
steering committee. 

Labour 

The final discussion at the aggregate 
was on the nature of the Labour Party, 
introduced by national organiser Mark 
Fischer. Labourism remains the key ques¬ 
tion for the British revolution. There are 
signs of the revival of the left wing of the 
Labour Party, such as the ‘After New 
Labour’ conference held in London ear¬ 
lier this year and the November 30 fol¬ 
low-up in Manchester. If the Socialist 
Party in England and Wales and others 
who think the Labour Party is now a 
purely bourgeois party were correct, we 
would have no reason to engage with its 
left wing. Comrade Fischer described the 
symbiotic relationship between the left 
and right wings of the Labour Party, and 
said the eclipse of the left wing in recent 
years reflects the period of reaction and 
the political defeat of the working class. 

He referred to the confusion on the 
Trotskyoid left on the question of La¬ 
bourism in the decades when they 
thought the only way they could survive 
was by automatically giving uncondi¬ 
tional support in elections. With Blair’s 
first term that rotten perspective went into 
crisis. Now, however, the same forces 
write off the Labour Party and flip from 
auto-Labourism to auto-anti-Labourism. 
Their lack of theory or principle means 
they may well flip back at any time. 

Sarah MacDonald remarked that the 
Scottish Socialist Party has never formu¬ 
lated a consistent attitude to the Labour 
Party, and as a result has in practice 
adopted an attitude of ‘equidistance’ be¬ 
tween Labour and the Scottish Nation¬ 
alist Party. Anne Me Shane said in 
Hackney the SWP failed, whether delib¬ 
erately or not, to understand the princi¬ 
pled tactic of challenging left Labourites 
to declare their support for the Socialist 
Alliance programme. 

Comrade Fischer presented the first 
draft of his theses on the Labour Party, 
which will be the subject of discussion 
at a future aggregate • 


tiny minority of our readers - whether 
they take the printed version or fol¬ 
low us on the web - actually demon¬ 
strate their commitment by putting 
their hands in their pocket. Our total 
for November may now stand at 
£463, but we are still in deficit for the 
year as a whole. 

Thanks go to FJ (£26), PH (£25) and 
CM (£15) for taking us over the top, 
but between now and the end of De¬ 
cember we need to raise a total of £571 
to see out 2002 in the black. Our No¬ 
vember fund ends on Saturday. Post 
your cheque first class today and it 
will hopefully reach us in time to re¬ 
duce that further before we start De¬ 
cember’s fund • 

Robbie Rix 

Ask for a bankers order form, or 
send cheques, payable to 
Weekly Worker 


Debates about the political fund 
demonstrate the possibility that 
sections may break from Labour 


Fighting fund 

Over the top 
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DEBATE 


What is political islam? 


Should 

communists 

and 

revolutionary 

socialists 


mmm 


Betrayal of 


progressives 


cooperate 



with groups 
like the 
Muslim 
Association 
of Britain? 
Two CPGB 
comrades 
come to 
opposite 
conclusions 


MAB denounces 
September 11 
attacks as 
“atrocities” and 
“criminal acts” 
which are to be 
“condemned” 


T he left urgently needs to reassess its 
relationship to the new global recom¬ 
positions of islam and abandon at¬ 
tempts to construct united fronts with 
certain forms of islamist organisation where, 
to use the old phrase, we march separately and 
strike together. 

At the recent Socialist Alliance executive 
committee meeting Martin Thomas of the Al¬ 
liance for Workers’ Liberty moved a motion 
which noted, amongst other things, that 
within the Stop the War Coalition, the SA 
should argue against future anti-war activities 
being co-sponsored with the Muslim Asso¬ 
ciation of Britain ( Weekly Worker November 
21). Marcus Strom of the CPGB supported this 
motion on the grounds that the ‘MAB was 
the political representation of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Britain. The Muslim Brother¬ 
hood represents alien and hostile class inter¬ 
ests to the working class”. Marcus correctly 
argues that by relying on such reactionary 
forces “we retreat from the politics of contest¬ 
ing reactionary political islam” and abdicate 
our responsibility to support secularist and 
radical voices within the muslim community 
both here and abroad. 


So what is this political islam and where does 
it come from? Whatever the islamophobes 
and islamists might argue, islam is not a static, 
unified bloc of unchanging texts and practices. 
Islam as a faith has been constantly recom¬ 
posed and modified. Since the 1960s, how¬ 
ever, the world has witnessed the ascendancy 
of one particular form of islam - a political is¬ 
lam which presents a civilisational alternative 
to that of both communism and capitalism and 
which seeks to eliminate secularism, liberty 
and any vestiges of enlightenment thought. 
Its explicit task is the reformation of the world¬ 
wide community of muslims, the Umma, and 
the constmction of a global islamist state, the 
Khilafah. It is totally incompatible with our vi¬ 
sion of social progress and, no matter how 
much it constructs itself as an alternative to a 
barbarous imperialism, it is a backward, reac¬ 
tionary, clerico-fascist attempt to build a mili¬ 
taristic theocracy on the corpses of the 
working class, women and youth. 

The emergence of one victorious theocratic 
state would signal world-historical necro¬ 
mancy - a profound defeat for the global pro¬ 
letariat. The programmes of groups such as 
Al-Muhajiroun, Hizbut Tahir and Jamaat-I-Is- 
lam make them unacceptable as partners in 
united fronts, but the repulsive ideas 
they have are also articulated 
within the MAB and other 
supposedly softer 
organisations. 

One glance 
at the re¬ 
cent In¬ 
spire 
news¬ 
paper, 
spe¬ 
cially 
pub¬ 
lished 
for the 
S e p - 
tember 
28 Stop 
the War 
demon¬ 
stration, is 
enough to 
confirm that 
contempo¬ 
rary islamist 
doctrines are a 
central part of 
some elements in 
the MAB and they 
may in the future be¬ 
come more clearly ar¬ 
ticulated in programmatic 
and political terms. 

One of the gravest 
dangers of political islam is 
its ideological project of 
eliminating what it per¬ 
ceives as decadent, Euro¬ 
pean modes of thinking. 
There have been extensive 
debates within political islam 
about the islamisation of 
knowledge and the replace¬ 
ment of scientific ration¬ 
alism by what it 
calls 


1 


sacred or islamic science. Islam is first and fore¬ 
most a written religion - practices, observ¬ 
ances and ideas are extensions of the holy 
doctrine of the Quran and the secondary 
elaborations of the Hadith, the medieval com¬ 
mentaries on the original text. One of the cen¬ 
tral projects of political islam is to extend the 
Quranic conception of knowledge into new 
terrains in a way quite different from traditional 
islam. 

Traditionally islam has rested on the sub¬ 
mission of the individual conscience to the 
written text. Political islam is engaged in an en¬ 
forcement of the doctrine in a radical and 
highly modernised manner through political 
compulsion and violence. Islam has always 
been many things - a philosophy, an escha¬ 
tology, a religious civilisation, a polity at times 
- but the contemporary enforcement of that 
polity and the destruction of secularism and 
what it perceives as one of its central civilisa¬ 
tional rivals, Marxism, is a project of barbaric 
violence. It is a violence perpetrated against 
any dissident forces and we cannot cooper¬ 
ate with the allies of forces who are trying to 
exterminate independent working class poli¬ 
tics across the world. 

The necromancy of political islam is dem¬ 
onstrated in a point made by Caesar Farah - 
the traditional conception of an “all-encom¬ 
passing complex framework of theological ref¬ 
erence” is transformed from a theology to a 
polity which is totalitarian in its intention (C 
Farah Islam: beliefs and observances New 
York 1994, p2). It is more than retrogression - 
traditionalist islam has over the centuries been 
a byword for tolerance and the perpetuation 
of all kinds of knowledge inherited from clas¬ 
sical antiquity and the orient. That project is 
profoundly different from those Taliban (ironi¬ 
cally meaning seekers after knowledge) who 
tortured and murdered anybody who would 
not subscribe to their barbarous project of 
resurrecting a fascistic, theological state, which 
would never have been countenanced in tra¬ 
ditional islam. 

For the islamists it is not just that secular¬ 
ists, enlightenment rationalists and so on are 
simply ideological antagonists - they are per¬ 
ceived as much more than this. Political islam 
was bom as a reaction to islamic modernism 
and secularism and sees the extermination of 
this mode of thinking as its central ideologi¬ 
cal, military and political mission. The reimpo¬ 
sition of ‘the sacred’ as a political force serves 
the purpose of turning progress and science 
into crimes. Many islamists are for the enforced 
reacceptance of the Ptolemaic universe, the 
elimination of ‘European’ medical knowledge, 
and the destmction of alternative theological 
enterprises, amongst other things. The con¬ 
stmction of mythical lineages to the past serve 
to create profoundly new kinds of islamic 
states as a response to modernisation and 
imperialism for, of course, at the root of these 
movements are real economic and political 
stmggles and particularly the fragmentation 
of traditional societies and ideological certain¬ 
ties. 

We also have to be clear that the Marxist 
response to this should avoid islamophobia 
at all costs. The Rushdie affair in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s consolidated a long-standing 
racist discourse about British muslims. The 
idea that all muslims were for the burning of 
books was a central motif in this - a stereotype 
that the islamists have been only too willing 
to foster and extend. Islam in Britain has al¬ 
ways been incredibly diverse, largely because 
of the original geographical diversity of Brit¬ 
ish muslims. Most derive from former colonies 
of the British empire and because of their ex¬ 
perience of that imperial project have an un¬ 
derstandably ambivalent relationship to that 
imperial history: these histories are now en¬ 
twined, in islamism, with newer conceptions 
of Zionism and US imperialism. 

One interesting aspect of the Rushdie af¬ 
fair was that those perpetrating the book-bum- 
ings were not actually political islamists at all, 
but representatives of the Barelwi prophet 
worshippers who are perceived by Deobandi 
islamists as little better than pagans. Over re¬ 
cent years the islamists have made significant 


gains amongst young people in the muslim 
community in Britain. Real displacements and 
frustrations lead for many to an identification 
with islamism. Contemporary islamism is a 
false solution to real distress and contradic¬ 
tion - but unlike islamic traditionalism it is pro¬ 
foundly modernist in orientation. Its 
ideological necromancy is a method to drive 
a bridgehead into the future. 

As Olivier Roy points out, “For fundamen¬ 
talism it is of paramount importance to get 
back to the scriptures, clearing away the ob¬ 
fuscation of tradition. It always seeks a return 
to a former state; it is characterised by the prac¬ 
tice of reading texts and a search for origins. 
The enemy is not modernity, but tradition, or 
rather, in the context of islam, everything 
which is not the tradition of the Prophet” (O 
Roy Islam and resistance in Afghanistan 
Cambridge 1990, p5). This is why a reaction¬ 
ary political islam is so dangerous - it is at¬ 
tempting to stake its claim on the future which 
belongs to the working class. 

This radical programme of the islamists en¬ 
tails firstly a conception that a total war - some¬ 
times open, sometimes hidden - exists between 
the muslim Umma and the ‘west’ and its ide¬ 
ologies. Secondly, its programme entails the 
compulsion for muslims to construct an islamic 
state as a divine imperative. Thirdly, that the 
holy stmggle against the enemies of islam is 
both a collective duty and one imposed upon 
individual muslims by god and their earthly 
representatives, the islamists. Finally, a cen¬ 
tral element of contemporary political islam is 
the withdrawal of tolerance from Christians, 
jews and secularists. This is profoundly dif¬ 
ferent from the programme of traditionalist 
islam and, of course, many muslims who are 
attracted to secularism and humanising as¬ 
similation from below. As Ernest Gellner once 
pointed out, this programme, stands for an 
“irreversible reformation” across the world 
with unparalleled effects (E Gellner Postmod¬ 
ernism, reason and religion London 1992, 

pl 5). 

It is this programme Marxists stand against 
and condemn - its acceptance would entail the 
utter destmction of the project of human lib¬ 
eration. We do not stand against and con¬ 
demn islam and there are many from the muslim 
communities of the world who are sacrificing 
their lives to sustain that social struggle 
against islamism. No religion, as Fred Halliday 
has remarked, “is a set menu of moral, politi¬ 
cal and social behaviour ... If those within it 
seek to justify their actions by reference to a 
particular traditional authority, this is a choice, 
not a necessity, and often conceals what is in 
fact an innovation or completely new depar¬ 
ture under the guise of a return to some imag¬ 
ined past” (F Halliday Islam and the myth of 
confrontation London 1996, pl 14-115). 

Islam is not an essentialist, unchanging to¬ 
tality. It is composed of all kinds of contradic¬ 
tory tendencies - some progressive, some 
deeply reactionary. By siding with the funda¬ 
mentalists like the MAB, we are betraying 
those progressive forces within the muslim 
communities of Britain and elsewhere. By lin¬ 
ing up with the MAB we are irresponsibly un¬ 
dermining the stmggle of activists like Farooq 
Tariq in Pakistan against the islamist Lashkar 
Tayaba who have done very well recently. 

The articulation of clerico-fascist ideas in 
this contemporary, modernist islamist move¬ 
ment means that we cannot stand with them 
in common actions. There is no possibility of 
a united front with those willing to capitulate 
to a programme so reactionary and danger¬ 
ous to the global working class. We must 
continue to talk to individuals and groups 
and we must constantly affirm that islamism 
is not islam, but a radicalised product of Zi¬ 
onism and imperialism. Of course, islamism 
was often bankrolled by US imperialism in 
order to undermine the Soviet-backed gov¬ 
ernment in Afghanistan. But the superses¬ 
sion of imperialism, in the aftermath of the 
defeat of the Soviet Union and its allies does 
not lie in the hands of the ascendant forces of 
the islamists, but with our project of human 
self-emancipation • 

Martyn Hudson 
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Open to socialist and secular ideas 


IN FAVOUR _ 

Proud to 
march with 
muslims 

I n voting in favour of the motion put by 
Martin Thomas, I believe that Marcus 
Strom made a political mistake. Thankfully 
the motion was defeated by the votes of 
the other members of the SA executive. 

Marcus makes the accusation that in allow¬ 
ing anti-war demonstrations to be endorsed 
by the MAB, the left is displaying “inverted 
islamophobia”, and goes on to argue that 
since the MAB is aligned with the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt, and is therefore repre¬ 
sentative of the “right wing” of the muslim 
community, the MAB is “to the right of the 
Justice and Development Party that has just 
taken power in Turkey”. 

Yet he conspicuously does not argue that 
the MAB is a fundamentalist or clerical-fas¬ 
cist organisation, which in my book is the real 
dividing line determining whether or not it is 
permissible to engage in any kind of joint 
mobilisation. Marcus appears not to be pre¬ 
pared to push his position to its logical con¬ 
clusion, with his statement that, “There was 
no suggestion that future demonstrations of 
the Stop the War Coalition exclude the MAB”. 
But surely, if the MAB is considered too re¬ 
actionary to be an endorser of anti-war dem¬ 
onstrations, then its supporters are also too 


rightwing to attend an anti-war march? To say 
one without saying the other is self-contra- 
dictory and nonsensical. 

The MAB is not a fundamentalist or terror¬ 
ist organisation. Indeed, it has made clear that, 
more forthrightly than some elements of the 
Socialist Alliance itself, it regards such actions 
as the September 11 suicide hijackings in the 
USA as “atrocities” and “criminal acts” which 
are to be “condemned”, the works of “bands 
of fanatics”. These clear statements signify 
to me that, despite the fact that there are ele¬ 
ments around it who may not agree with these 
sentiments, the MAB is a non-fundamental¬ 
ist muslim organisation that it is perfectly prin¬ 
cipled to make practical agreements with to 
mobilise against the Bush/Blair war drive. 

Its politics, to be sure, are pretty conserva¬ 
tive and, as is laid down by the Quran itself, 
it seeks a society based on Quranic law. This 
is something, obviously, that socialists can¬ 
not countenance and seek to combat by 
means of the class struggle and the argu¬ 
ments of scientific socialism. But these are 
mainstream beliefs of the islamic religion it¬ 
self - to regard those religious currents that 
seek such a society, even when those beliefs 
are to be fought for in an avowedly peaceful 
and legalistic way, as beyond the pale is ef¬ 
fectively to write off all who adhere to what 
are fairly mainstream beliefs in one of the 
great world religions. 

The logic of the position put forward by 
Martin Thomas, and unfortunately voted for 
by Marcus, is that these religious beliefs alone, 
and not merely a programme that fights for 
them by terroristic/fascistic methods, should 
be grounds for exclusion of people from the 
anti-war movement. This to me seems to con¬ 
flict with a Marxist view of religion as in part 
reflecting a distorted reaction to oppression, 
or, as Marx put it, “the heart of a heartless 
world”. To say this is hardly “inverted islamo¬ 


phobia”, but elementary tactics for working 
with large numbers of oppressed people who 
have a religious consciousness. 

It would be wrong, for instance, to fall into 
the error most classically typified by Zinoviev 
at the 1920 Baku Congress of the Peoples of 
the East and adopt the slogans of islamic ‘radi¬ 
calism’ as our own, but it would be equally 
wrong to shun those with such conscious¬ 
ness and refuse to work with them for limited 
common objectives - like organising a mass 
anti-war demonstration. 

Comrades may well regret that there is not 
some ideal, secular ally we can find among the 
Arab/muslim diaspora communities in order 
to connect the Arab and muslim masses with 
the wider anti-war and working class move¬ 
ments. Unfortunately, I do not see any such 
organisation even trying and, if they are, suc¬ 
ceeding in doing so. 

It may well be that such a progressive move¬ 
ment will emerge from the contact and dia¬ 
logue of the muslim brothers and sisters that 
are coming into contact with socialist and 
revolutionary literature and ideas - perhaps in 
some cases for the first time, as a result of the 
united front between the socialist anti-war 
movement and the followers of the MAB. 
There is no guarantee of this, of course, but I 
believe it is a realistic possibility and some¬ 
thing positive to hope and struggle for. 

However, in the context of the current mas¬ 
sive repression of the Palestinians, and the 
overtly bigoted and anti-muslim statements 
of elements of the Bush administration at 
least, and given that my ‘own’ government, 
for all its ‘anti-racist’ credentials, is moving 
in tandem with Bush in this reactionary im¬ 
perialist crusade, I am proud to have marched 
with many ordinary muslims, mobilised 
mainly by the MAB, against this reactionary 
obscenity • 

Ian Donovan 


What we 
fight for 

■Our central aim is the organisation of all communists, revo¬ 
lutionary socialists and politically advanced workers into a 
Communist Party. Without such a party the working class is 
nothing; with it everything. 

■The Provisional Central Committee organises members 
of the Communist Party, but there exists no real Commu¬ 
nist Party today. There are many leftwing 'parties’, but in 
reality most are mere confessional sects. Those who disa¬ 
gree with the prescribed line’ are expected to gag them¬ 
selves in public. Either that or face expulsion. 

Communists operate according to the principles of demo¬ 
cratic centralism. Through the fullest, most open debate we 
seek to achieve unity in action and a common world out¬ 
look. As long as they support democratically agreed actions, 
members have the right to form temporavy or permanent 
factions. 

Communists are committed to building the Socialist Alli¬ 
ance in England and Wales and the Scottish Socialist Party 
into a single revolutionavy party. Communists advocate the 
principle, 'One state, one party’. We oppose every manifes¬ 
tation of sectionalism. 

Communists are internationalists. It is an internationalist 
duty to fight for revolution against the existing state. To the 
extent that the European Union becomes a state, then that 
necessitates EU-wide trade unions, a Socialist Alliance of 
the EU and a Communist Party of the EU. 

■The working class must be organised globally. Without a 
global Communist Party, a Communist International, the 
struggle against capital is weakened and lacks coordina¬ 
tion. 

Communists have no interest apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in recognising the importance 
of Marxism as a guide to practice. That theovy is no dogma, 
but must be constantly added to and enriched. 

■ Capitalism in its ceaseless search for profit puts the fu¬ 
ture of humanity at risk. Capitalism is synonymous with pol¬ 
lution, exploitation, crisis and war. As a global system 
capitalism can only be superseded globally. All forms of 
nationalist 'socialism’ are reactionavy and anti-working 
class. 

Socialism can never come through parliament. The capi¬ 
talist class will never willingly allow their wealth and power 
to be taken away through a parliamentary vote. They will 
resist, using every means at their disposal. Communists fa¬ 
vour using parliament and winning the biggest possible 
working class representation. But workers must be read¬ 
ied to make revolution - peacefully if we can, forcibly if we 
must 

■We will use the most militant methods objective circum¬ 
stances allow to achieve a federal republic of England, Scot¬ 
land and Wales, a federal Ireland and a United States of 
Europe. 

■ Communists fight for extreme democracy in all spheres 
of society. Democracy must be given a social content. 

■ Communists favour industrial unions. Bureaucracy and 
class compromise must be fought and the trade unions trans¬ 
formed into schools for communism. 

Communists are champions of the oppressed. Women’s 
oppression, combating racism and chauvinism, and the strug¬ 
gle for peace and ecological sustainability are just as much 
working class questions as pay, trade union rights and de¬ 
mands for high-quality health, housing and education. 

Socialism represents victovy in the battle for democracy. 
It is the rule of the working class. Socialism is either demo¬ 
cratic or, as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it turns into its oppo¬ 
site. 

Socialism is the first stage of the worldwide transition to 
communism - a system which knows neither exploitation of 
person by person, nor wars, classes, countries or nations. 
Communism is general freedom and the real beginning of 
human histovy. 

■All who accept these principles are urged to join the Com¬ 
munist Party. 
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ESF builds 
on Florence 




Towards accountability 


I n previous reports on the European 
Social Forum, we have again and 
again pointed to the lack of an ac¬ 
countable and effective leadership. 
But at last, attempts are being made to 
rectify this serious problem, which has 
artificially held back the potential devel¬ 
opment of the ESF. 

The French mobilisation committee 
has circulated proposals for the creation 
of an elected steering committee and sec¬ 
retariat, to be in charge of organising the 
next ESF in November 2003 in Paris and 
St Denis. Such a step has been long over¬ 
due for three main reasons. 

Firstly, the absence of an elected and 
democratic leadership in any organisa¬ 
tion leads almost inevitably to the forma¬ 
tion of an unelected and unaccountable 
‘inner circle’ that takes it upon itself to 
make all decisions. This happened in the 
ESF. While the monthly preparatory 
meetings were democratic and open, the 
real decisions were made elsewhere. 
Naturally, the Italian organising commit¬ 
tee took the lead - in conjunction with the 
rest of the international ‘inner loop’. It 
seems that the only elected body of the 
ESF - the 21-strong programme group 
that was supposed to deal with the de¬ 
tails of the conference programme - has 
in effect taken on a role for which they 
were not elected: overall leadership. None 
of their decisions are being reported any¬ 
where, nor is there a list of their contact 
details or particular responsibilities. If you 
are not part of this circle, there is no reli¬ 
able way for you to keep up with what is 
really going on. 

For example, CPGB comrades have 
been present at every single ESF prepara¬ 
tory meeting. Each time, we made contri¬ 
butions and gave out literature arguing 
for an elected leadership. When any¬ 
body referred to the proposals in the 
meetings at all, it was mostly in negative 
terms. So the French proposal comes as 
a welcome surprise. Despite the obvious 
necessity for such a leadership, it was 
not once discussed in the international 
monthly meetings. No doubt, the French 
comrades will have conferred with or¬ 
ganisations in the inner circle - not least 
Rifondazione Comunista - but not in the 
open and in front of the European work¬ 
ing class. An elected and accountable 
leadership will hopefully overcome such 
backroom dealings. 

Secondly, the first ESF in Florence has 
succeeded in producing a number of 
cross-border networks. This is a step 
forward. However, they are now being 
organised outside the structure of the 
ESF. For example, an international anti¬ 
war network is meeting on December 15 
in Copenhagen - just one week after the 
next ESF preparatory meeting takes place 
in Paris. Rather than this important cam¬ 
paign being established as part and par¬ 
cel of the ESF, it is to be another 
unaccountable body. The new ESF steer¬ 
ing committee should seek to coordinate 
campaigns like these and bring them to¬ 
gether under one roof. 

This brings me to the third - and most 
important - reason why we need an ef¬ 
fective leadership. Our forces remain 
desperately fragmented. While the na¬ 
tional bourgeoisies across Europe are in 
the process of creating a new super¬ 
state, the organisations of the European 
working class are still trapped within the 
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borders of their own countries. This is 
getting more inadequate by the day. 

While the European Union of capital 
adopts more and more of the features of 
a state, equipped with its own army, our 
political forces remain split into mostly 
tiny national components and sub¬ 
components. While our ruling classes are 
discussing a constitution for the EU, we 
do not even seem able to draft a joint 
manifesto for the European elections in 
2004. While they create European laws 
to control labour, we cannot organise 
effective coordination between our trade 
unions. Just imagine, for example, how 
much a continent-wide strike for a Euro¬ 
pean minimum wage could accomplish. 

For all these reasons, the proposal 
presented by the French mobilisation 
committee is a real advance. The com¬ 
rades want the next ESF preparatory 
meeting (Paris, December 7-8) to elect a 
“European steering committee” of 
“around 100 people”. This, they argue, 
should “be composed of representa¬ 
tives of European networks and of the 
national mobilisation committees. Its 
composition must reflect... diversity of 
movements and networks, diversity of 
representation from countries, particu¬ 
larly eastern Europe and the Balkans. It 
should ensure that women are properly 
represented among the delegates. The 
steering committee is an open stmcture 
whose composition will be decided in a 
transparent manner, and whose mem¬ 
bership list will be in the public domain. 
In order to assure the continuity of its 
work it is highly desirable, if not indis¬ 
pensable, to seek continuity within the 
committee’s membership.” 

Further, they propose the election of a 
secretariat of “around 20 people”. This 
body “will be responsible for all the tasks 
of preparation, coordination (notably 
with the relevant local councils) and the 
material organisation of ESF 2003. It will 
work under the political direction of the 
European steering committee (which will 
guarantee its functioning), and in close 
liaison with the French mobilisation com¬ 


mittee. Its constitution must also reflect 
a balance between the different social 
movements.” 

The CPGB will be arguing for a Social¬ 
ist Alliance member to be elected onto 
this new steering committee. It was ridicu¬ 
lous that the SA had not been repre¬ 
sented on the platform of any of the 
meetings in Florence. Nor was there an 
SA stall or SA workshop. Instead, the 
SWP’s front organisation, Globalise Re¬ 
sistance, was pushed to the fore. Not 
because it is any kind of real organisa¬ 
tion, but because in Florence all SWP 
members put on their GR hats. Of course, 
the SWP has a right to do as it pleases. 
But as the majority in the SA and its ef¬ 
fective leadership the comrades should 
take their wider responsibilities seriously. 
Neither the ESF nor the SA should pri¬ 
marily be seen as a means of recmiting 
into the SWP sect: rather they should be 
regarded as an historically unmissable 
opportunity to unite the left and rebuild 
the working class and revolutionary so¬ 
cialist movement in Britain and through¬ 
out Europe. 

That the ESF needs a leadership of the 


kind now being proposed is blindingly 
obvious. Thus, it seems incredible that it 
should be seriously discussed for the 
first time after the first ESF. However, the 
reasons for this become clearer when 
one takes a closer look at the ESF’s par¬ 
ent organisation, the World Social Fomm, 
and the political groups that have domi¬ 
nated both formations. 

They share a tendency to bow before 
the so-called ‘anti-globalmovement’. Al¬ 
though the WSF and the ESF are clearly 
dominated by leftwing and revolution¬ 
ary political organisations, they have 
gone to great lengths to hide behind 
trade union affiliates, NGOs, charities 
and various fronts. In an attempt to 
‘prove’ that they do not want to domi¬ 
nate the nebulous anti-capitalist move¬ 
ment, political parties even decided to 
have themselves ‘banned’ - only on pa¬ 
per, of course. 

In Brazil, the Workers Party (PT) was 
instrumental in setting up the first World 
Social Fomm in 2001. The PT, whose Fuiz 
Inacio ‘Fula’ da Silva has just been 
elected president, took it upon itself to 
initiate the setting up of a WSF secretariat 
and the WSF international council. The 
composition of both is a little arbitrary, 
to say the least. The secretariat consists 
of eight Brazilian comrades, who have 
appointed 68 further council members 
from all over the world. None of the 76 
have been elected at any time. Nor are 
they accountable to anybody. 

However, the secretariat drafted the 
‘Charter of principles’ and mled that eve¬ 
rybody who wants to participate in any 
regional fomm must agree to abide by it. 
This text says - amongst other things - 
that “neither party representations nor 
military organisations shall participate in 
the fomm”. 

In Italy, Rifondazione Comunista - the 
main organisation behind the ESF - has 
so far supported the formulation and ar¬ 
gued against other organisations who 
wanted to challenge the WSF. It fits in 
well with Rifondazione’s aim to be “con¬ 
taminated by the movement”, which is 
how the PRC describes its attempt to 
merge with the growing anti-capitalist 
sentiment in Europe. Just like the PT, this 
has been done in a semi-liquidationist 
and rather opportunist way: anti-capital¬ 
ists are afraid of the old, undemocratic 
parties - so let us pretend we are not one. 
Despite having more than 5,000members, 


scores of paper-sellers, numerous post¬ 
ers and a generous number of stalls in 
Florence, Rifondazione, the driving force 
behind the event, was not participating 
in any official capacity. 

But there can be no doubt that the 
party has also played an exemplary role 
in bringing together the left across Eu¬ 
rope. It has initiated a debate on a new 
“European political party” and is in¬ 
volved in a number of unity projects. Yet 
clearly, the comrades are engaged in a 
highly problematic attempt to hide their 
party when it comes to operating within 
the movement. 

Not surprisingly then, the proposal 
from the French comrades is still infected 
by the ‘movement bug’. They have pro¬ 
duced a “call to social organisations and 
movements”. The long list includes 
“trade unions, community movements 
involved in popular education and local 
development, organisations of environ¬ 
mentalists and ecologists, farmers’ or¬ 
ganisations, cultural networks, feminist 
networks and migrant organisations”. 
But the comrades still shy away from the 
p-word. 

Political parties will again be in the fore¬ 
front of organising the next ESF. There 
can be no doubt that the Communist 
Party of France (PCF) and Figue Commu- 
niste Revolutionnaire will play dominant 
roles in the preparations. The idea of the 
‘anti-capitalist movement’ in France or¬ 
ganising an event such as the ESF by 
itself is even more unlikely than in Italy. 
The PCF and FCR are the only groups 
capable of organising such a huge event. 
As an aside, Futte Ouvriere has not 
shown up at any of the ESF meetings - 
as usual, the comrades refuse to get in¬ 
volved with something that is not 100% 
to their liking (or not sufficiently ‘revolu¬ 
tionary’). 

The reality of ever closer European 
integration driven from above demands 
an urgent and forceful answer from be¬ 
low. Although the ESF as currently con¬ 
stituted is of course not the answer, it has 
helped to bring the organised European 
left closer together. It is part of the over¬ 
due process of the reformation of the 
working class across Europe. A demo¬ 
cratically elected and accountable steer¬ 
ing committee and secretariat will help 
inch forward the necessary process of 
unification • 

Tina Becker 
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